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Prologue 
Every story has a beginning, middle and an ending.  The researcher’s story began in 
Macau, a country once ruled by Portugal, and located in the Southeastern part of China.  After 
residing in this tropical territory for ten years, he immigrated to the United States in the early 
nineties.  Since he had no prior exposure to American culture and its educational system, he was 
quickly forced to assimilate into the new environment.  As a result, he went through a series of 
transitional difficulties.  Almost immediately after he marched out of the airplane at the John F. 
Kennedy Airport in New York City, Tsz was forced with adjusting to a totally different 
academic, social and cultural environment.  Consider, for instance, on the first day of school, he 
strolled into a third grade classroom in Brooklyn, New York City without any knowledge of 
English.  It was quite exasperating for him to be unable to communicate with others in that 
melting pot of a classroom.  It was also very frustrating for him not to be able to reveal his inner 
thoughts and feelings with his classmates and teachers in that room.  He became totally petrified 
and tears eventually streamed down from the corners of his eyes.    
His response was to assimilate into the new environment.  In the process, the researcher 
has lost a great layer of his Chinese culture and identity over the years.  It was not until recently 
that he rediscovered his roots as well as his passion to stay true to his Chinese culture.  After the 
passing of his grandmother, the researcher felt a part of him was lost in transition in the 
American culture.  He has made a commitment to educate others about dealing with 
acculturation through this research.  One area that needs improvement is the pre-communication 
plan with international graduate students prior to their arrival for the start of the academic year.  
Institutional commitment from faculty, professional staff and students are a must in order to 
create a holistic connection and set a foundation for good rapport with international graduate 
students.  Above all, the primary focus of orientation programs must be on international graduate 
students.  After all, these students constitute a large component of the graduate student body, a 
significant driving force at any research-1 institution (Trice, 2003).  
As a former international student, Tsz wants to assist other international graduate 
students who might experience transitional difficulties in the United States and educate them 
about the culture and educational system before arriving on campus.  To accomplish this goal, he 
has joined the two graduate student organizations:  International Graduate Student Association 
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(IGSA) and the Indian Graduate Student Association (PRAGATHI).  This particular university 
runs on a quarter system and each term moves at a rapid pace.  In addition to the usual 
transitional difficulties, international graduate students will have to acculturate to the ten-week 
environment at this comprehensive university.  In preparation for their arrival on campus, it is 
important to provide them with an overview about the American culture and information about 
the site university.  It may reduce a level of cultural shock, minimize acculturative stress and 
lessen misconception, if any.  Depending upon one’s situation and prior experience with western 
culture, the transitional period may be longer for some than for others.  Each international 
graduate student is unique and possesses different physiological, psychological and safety needs.  
As a professional staff member in an office that monitors graduate students at this prestigious 
university, the researcher makes it his goal to maximize the graduate experience of domestic and 
international students by providing them with ongoing academic, social and cultural support 
based on their needs for academic and personal success.   
Unfortunately, some colleges and universities lack the proper infrastructure in providing 
ongoing support for international graduate students.  IGSA, a recognized graduate student 
organization comprised of current international graduate students around the world, is aware of 
such issues on campus.  The organization has decided to take the lead on several ongoing 
projects under the direction of Dr. Michael Ryan, a former international Ph.D. student and now a 
full-time faculty adviser for IGSA.  Dr. Ryan partnered with Dr. Teck-Kah Lim, the former 
Associate Vice Provost for Graduate Studies, in developing and implementing a pre-arrival 
orientation program also known as the “webinar” for matriculated, international graduate 
students.   
This online webinar occurs twice or three times in August prior to the start of each 
academic year.  Since the university matriculates international graduate students from all over 
the globe, the goal is to accommodate students in different time zones.  Hence, there is a need to 
repeat the webinar.  The webinar is an online, acculturation program through the use of a 
synchronous platform called Zoom.  The purpose of this webinar is to connect with international 
graduate students and to provide a program that seeks to reduce their degree of cultural shock, to 
educate international graduate students about the American culture, to prepare them for their new 
environment, and to address miscellaneous questions that they may have about the institution.  
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Based on the feedback from international graduate students during the webinar, IGSA has 
created an array of academic, cultural and social activities to best suit international student needs, 
and considerations for ongoing support of this special student population.   
 In creating a unified arrival and welcome process that would hopefully facilitate the 
success and retention of international graduate students, IGSA has developed a series of cultural 
programs as part of the mission of the student organization.  First, IGSA collaborates closely 
with PRAGATHI in organizing an airport pickup program specifically for international graduate 
students.  Current members of these organizations go to the Philadelphia International Airport 
and greet and meet the incoming class.  Furthermore, senior members of PRAGATHI offer 
temporary housing accommodation to graduate students from India until they secure a place to 
live in the area around campus.  It is very challenging for international graduate students to find 
housing without an established credit history in the United States.  Even if they were able to 
secure an apartment on their own, landlords would charge them a large nominal, security deposit 
fee that they do not have in the bank account.  Pairing them with seniors solves these problems.   
IGSA also organizes a shopping trip as part of the overall cultural mission of the 
association.  The purpose of this trip is to assist newly-arrived international graduate students in 
purchasing back-to-school supplies including electronics, home furnishing products and 
everyday appliances.  Third, IGSA hosts an annual Thanksgiving dinner for international 
graduate students who do not have a family in the United States to host them and then a Black 
Friday shopping trip following Thanksgiving to introduce international graduate students to this 
American cultural phenomenon.  Fourth, IGSA works with different academic units in 
developing a tax workshop for international graduate students prior to the tax season.  Many of 
them are employed as research and teaching assistants at the site institution.  Under the Internal 
Revenue Service regulation, graduate assistants are to be considered taxable income.  Finally, 
IGSA conducts many other academic, cultural and social activities throughout the year including 
a technical writing workshop, a getaway to an amusement park and an upscale international gala.  
These events are designed by current international graduate students for international graduate 
students.  
While attitudes toward international graduate students vary from cordial welcome to 
benign indifference, the number of international graduate students will continue to rise in North 
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America based on the current trend.  There seems to be a perception that international students 
can adapt easily.  An array of literature suggests that the general public is unaware of or has little 
concern for the transitional difficulties that international graduate students experience in 
American higher education (Zhou, Fey & Bang, 2011; Erichsen & Bolliger, 2010; Trice, 2003).  
Our international graduate students deserve support at all levels.  It is time for the academic 
community to bridge the cultural gaps and for those involved in planning orientation programs 
for international graduate students to recognize these gaps and thus provide programs 
accordingly.  The present study addresses this need.   
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Abstract 
Maximizing the Experience of International Graduate Students: A Case-Study 
Tsz Kin Kwok, Ed.D. 
Drexel University, December 2016 
Chairperson: Fredricka K. Reisman, Ph.D. 
 The number of international graduate students attending higher education in the U.S. has 
increased in the past few decades.  By studying in what is known as “the land of opportunities,” 
international graduate students beyond acquiring knowledge had the opportunities to network 
with other professionals and enhance their cultural awareness.  With the surge in the number of 
international graduate students, there had been increased attention paid to the needs of this 
population; however, many colleges and universities were not adequately prepared to deal with 
the wave of international graduate students.  A comprehensive review of the literature showed 
that attention given to international students ranged from areas such as transitional difficulties all 
the way to physiological needs.  The purpose of this critical, mixed method case study was to 
examine the transitional difficulties of international graduate students and how university 
stakeholders may better accommodate the needs of international graduate students at a pre-
orientation program known as the webinar program.  According to Tas (2013), it is a good 
practice to outreach to international graduate students before they arrive on campus.  In the case 
of this comprehensive university in southeast Pennsylvania, a synchronous online webinar was 
implemented to allow a seamless arrival-and-welcome that facilitates the success of acculturation 
of international graduate students at this educational institution.  By examining the acculturation 
needs of international graduate students in a pre-orientation program, the initial gateway to every 
graduate program, faculty, professional staff and students were able to better prepare and 
accommodate the needs of international graduate students even as they assist them to assimilate 
into the environment.  All university constituents who were directly involved with planning and 
implementing orientation programs benefited and gained a better understanding of possible 
transitional difficulties that international graduate students can face when starting in a United 
States institution.  Institutional commitment to international graduate students is a must since 
what is provided to them impacted the retention rate, academic performance, social interaction 
with other students, and their overall physiological and psychological being.  Above all, 
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international graduate students must be a focal point in the design of every research-1 institution 
of the pre-orientation program.  Understanding diversity can establish a level of trust and 
acceptance with our graduate students but most importantly a deep appreciation and 
understanding for different cultures in an educational institution. 
 The research questions guiding this mixed method case study were: (1) What were the 
academic, social, and cultural histories of international graduate students and how did an existing 
pre-orientation program acknowledge, appreciate and address these histories? (2) What strategies 
and techniques did international graduate students employ to cope in their new environment? (3) 
What policies and procedures did an educational institution employ to bridge the disconnects 
between student needs and institutional commitment?  Relying on quantitative and qualitative 
methods of triangulation, observations, surveys and a focus group were conducted and collected 
from eligible participants in three different stages: (a) to acquire feedback about the effectiveness 
of the pre-orientation program from students’ perspectives by administering a questionnaire to 
participants who attended one of the two pre-orientation sessions; (b) to determine if the different 
orientation programs and activities during welcome week were applicable to our international 
participants by administering a questionnaire to participants who attended these events; and (c) a 
follow-up with a focus group interview comprised of eleven participants at the conclusion of the 
university-wide orientation program.   
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Chapter I: Introduction to the Research 
Introduction to the Problem 
 Retaining and supporting international graduate students is an escalating movement in 
higher education across North America (Academic Impressions, 2015).  The number of 
international graduate students attending U.S. colleges and universities has dramatically 
increased over the past decade (Institute of International Education, 2013).  Many developing 
countries lack the proper infrastructure to accommodate the needs of their graduate students.  As 
a result, these students migrate to other countries like United States and Canada to pursue their 
education (Trice, 2003).  These international graduate students play a vital role in American 
education and culture.  According to the Institute of International Education (2010), international 
enrollment in higher education in the United States has reached an all-time high of 690,923 
students from different countries around the globe in the academic year 2009 – 2010.  These 
substantial increases of international students have contributed over 24 billion dollars to the 
United States economy each year (Institute of International Education, 2013).  Due to the unique 
and specialized nature of graduate level study, international students face many challenges 
including academic adjustment and life-changing events such as acclimating to social 
relationships and different lifestyles.  In addition, they come to the classroom with different 
perspectives, different cultural and linguistic backgrounds (Lin & Scherz, 2014).  Thus, in regard 
to retention and student satisfaction, it is in the best interest of higher education institutions to 
pay more attention to the needs of international graduate students and to design and implement 
appropriate procedures to enhance their successful academic experience.   
 According to Poock (2004), undergraduate students have always been the focal research 
topic in higher education.  With the jump in enrollment of international graduate students 
studying in American graduate schools, there has been increased attention directed on the needs 
of this population.  A comprehensive review of the literature shows attention on areas ranging 
from cultural shock (Tas, 2013), language barriers (Erichsen & Bolliger, 2011) to physiological 
needs (Perrucci and Hu, 1995).  Boening and Miller (2005) stated that one research area that 
requires attention is the orientation program prior to the start of the academic year.   
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 Orientation is designed to acculturate new students to their host environment.  
Orientation programs are the initial gateways in acclimating graduate students to the culture at 
the university.  In most instances with international students, they are required to attend a 
specific program like international graduate student orientation.  This informational session is 
often mandatory for all incoming international graduate students and lasts only for a few hours.  
The program highlights information such as immigration policies according to the U.S. 
government, a presentation pertaining to the university policies and procedures and a student 
panel discussion featuring current international graduate students at the university.  In many 
American colleges and universities, the Office of International Programs conducts the 
welcoming orientation for international students. 
 While the international orientation is a valuable program to welcome, acculturate and 
establish bridges with the incoming class, it may be challenging for the institution to foster a 
cohesive relationship with or address all the transitional difficulties of international students in 
such a brief duration.  Goldschmidt and Ousey (2006) found that different learning/teaching 
styles can sometimes cause learning failure in the new environment and affect the attitude of 
international students.  Such cultural differences can only be overcome by ongoing, professional 
development training.  In that regard, transitional difficulties and cultural shock may take longer 
than a few hours to address.  
 Zhou, Frey and Bang (2011) have pointed out that many of the international students 
experience a variety of emotional, social and cognitive problems when adjusting to the reality of 
life in the United States.  International students, for instance, sometimes require specific supports 
to successfully acculturate in a fast-paced environment such as in a ten-week quarter system 
compared to a semester program.  When international students are quickly forced to assimilate 
into the new climate, these students may experience a level of cultural shock.  Vlisides and Eddy 
(1993) found that many international graduate students experience some psychological issues 
during transition, including acculturative stress, depression, alienation and homesickness.  A 
great degree of anxiety can result from losing signs of familiarity such as their cultural beliefs 
and individuality that once gave meanings to their lives.  If these physiological factors are not 
satisfied, it may lead to long term health issues.  According to Mori (2000), the acculturative 
stress in a new environment exhibits itself in a variety of symptoms.  Consider, for instance, 
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excess stress prompts to physiological conditions as “dysfunctions in pituitary-adrenal activities, 
mass discharges of the sympathetic nervous system, impairment of immune systems, and 
heightened susceptibility to all illnesses” (Mori, 2000, p. 139).  As a result, those who are 
afflicted with these serious illnesses will surely impact their academic performance as well as the 
retention rate.  According to Tung (2011), mental health and illness are difficult to document 
since most international graduate students do not seek mental health counseling.  Rather, 
international graduate students often seek informal support like emotional and social support 
from their colleagues.  Tas (2013) believed that a pre-orientation program for international 
students is crucial in transitioning students into a new environment and it should be a substantial 
part of a multi-faceted program to address their retention.  While a pre-orientation program can 
establish a strong foundation for international graduate students, it would be wrong if it forced 
assimilation.  A bedrock philosophy of this program is to acknowledge and preserve what is dear 
to the students in terms of their culture.  Tas also strongly believes that creating a well-prepared 
and welcoming pre-orientation program for international graduate students will ensure their 
academic, social, cultural and personal success.   
Statement of the Problem to be Researched 
America has a reputation as the land of opportunity and that has attracted many 
immigrants and international students, which has led to an increase in pluralism and cultural 
diversity across universities and colleges in the United States.  The food is usually different from 
their home country.  The people are different.  The culture is different.  According to Mori 
(2000), the size of international student population in U.S. higher education has been steadily 
growing since the end of World War II.  In the year 2000, over half a million international 
students were studying in the States (Trice, 2003).  These students experience a different culture, 
develop a network with other professionals and augment their cross cultural knowledge.  Even 
though the large contingent of international students has given the U.S. an economic boost, many 
colleges and universities are not adequately prepared to deal with the rise of international 
graduate students (Ren & Hagedorn, 2012).  Sherry, Thomas and Chui (2009) found that many 
higher education institutions lack resources and possess indifferent attitudes toward “both social 
support and social connectedness” in ensuring that international students succeed (p. 34).  As a 
result, many international graduate students experience transitional difficulties such as 
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homesickness, cultural shock, acculturative stress/anxiety and negative perceptions about the 
American educational system.  Unless the trend is dramatically reversed, such an effect may 
impact the retention rate at the graduate level across the nation.  By closely examining the 
experiences and needs of international graduate students prior to the start of the academic year 
through a pre-orientation program, major stakeholders who are involved in orientation programs 
in higher education institutions may then devise activities and services to better assist such 
students to succeed.  
Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
The purpose of this case study is to explore the transitional experiences of international 
graduate students and how university stakeholders can better accommodate the needs of 
international graduate students at a pre-orientation program prior to arriving at an urban, 
comprehensive university in southeast Pennsylvania.  The research paradigm of this dissertation 
is based on critical theory, one of many categories of a case study, through examining a pre-
existing orientation program conducted by the International Graduate Student Association 
(IGSA) at this institution.  Creswell (2012) suggested that a case study approach examines the 
phenomenon through multiple data sources which may provide a holistic and comprehensive 
understanding of the situation.  In the context of the study, for instance, the phenomenon is 
acculturation.  The feedback is relevant for university stakeholders to develop and design a pre-
orientation program specifically to accommodate the needs of international graduate students and 
to reduce their transitional difficulties.   
The United States is a major host nation to international graduate students.  Special 
attention is needed for this population in American higher education.  International graduate 
students can expect some level of cultural shock when they arrive in America.  This is a 
heterogeneous society with different nationalities, cultures, ethnicities and food groups.  Several 
studies (Tan and Liu, 2013; Pook, 2004; Scagnoli, 2001) have highlighted that by hosting an 
international student orientation at the beginning of each academic year, a university can assist 
students to acculturate into the new environment; however, not all transitional difficulties can be 
ameliorated in the brief duration of the typical international student orientation.   Fewer studies 
(Tas, 2013) have examined the efficacy and worth of a pre-orientation program which is the 
thrust of this study.  By examining the pre-orientation program for international graduate 
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students at an urban, comprehensive university in southeastern Pennsylvania, this researcher 
hopes to shine a light on the issue so that higher education personnel may gain a better 
understanding of their transitional difficulties and thus design a student-centered program 
specifically tailored to their needs.   
International graduate students make significant contributions to research and teaching at 
many colleges and universities.  Ren & Hagedorn (2012) conducted a qualitative study of 
international graduate students at a public research university in southeastern United States.  
Numerous international students at the doctoral level are often awarded assistantships where they 
are required to help professors in the classroom and in labs.  Ren and Hagedorn suggested that 
international graduate students often encounter many difficulties in the classroom.  These 
problems may include language barriers, incomplete knowledge of the educational system and 
the differences in teaching/learning styles.  The findings of this study suggest that orientations or 
professional development workshops need to be incorporated into the institutional support prior 
to the start of the term.  These transitional difficulties have deleterious effects on the academic 
achievements of both the international graduate student constraints and the undergraduates they 
teach.  
Tas (2013) pointed out that minimal research attention has been directed toward the pre-
orientation for international graduate students.  Pre-orientation is the initial stage in commencing 
graduate studies at a university.  The author pointed out two key issues.  The first one is that the 
orientation should not only acculturate students into the new environment, but also, prepare 
students for challenges later in their academic study.  Like Tas previously identified, Poock 
(2004) stated that graduate students go through multifaceted stages of experiences at graduate 
school.  They are students as well as teachers and research leaders.  The second key issue is that 
orientation should be reiterative in three different stages – before, during and after matriculation 
to the university.  By cultivating a solid relationship with our international students after 
matriculation into the university, an educational institution can immediately outreach to these 
international students and educate them to the western culture.  Since many of them have never 
lived in the United States, many international students have minimal knowledge about the 
American lifestyle, culture and educational system (Goldschmidt & Ousey, 2006).  Thus, 
international graduate students can easily experience cultural shock and develop misconceptions 
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about the life in the United States.  It may be challenging to remediate these transitional 
difficulties during the international graduate orientation and it may be necessary for a 
university’s constituents to proactively reach out to this population upon matriculating 
international students into a graduate degree program.  
Cho (2012) pointed out that to minimize transitional difficulties, institutional support is 
needed to provide equal access to and opportunities to use resources and campus activities in 
order to maximize student retention.  Due to financial constraints, many higher education 
institutions are not adequately prepared to transition international students into their graduate 
program after orientation (Poock, 2004; Ren & Hagedorn, 2012).  If transitional difficulties are 
not addressed, international students may feel disconnected and disengaged from the university 
which may impact their retention rate across all American higher education.  In order to 
maximize the experience of our international graduate students, Chang (2011) suggested that the 
institution needs to offer an array of academic, social, cultural, career and personal growth 
workshops.  Institutional commitment is a must for international graduate students to acquire the 
necessary skills to maximize their graduate experience while transitioning successfully into their 
graduate education.  The pre-orientation program is the initial stage in demonstrating that level 
of commitment from the university.   
Research Questions 
(1) What were the academic, social, and cultural histories of international graduate students 
and how did an existing pre-orientation program acknowledge, appreciate and address 
these histories? 
(2) What strategies and techniques did international graduate students employ to cope in their 
new environment? 
(3) What policies and procedures did an educational institution employ to bridge the 
disconnects between student needs and institutional commitment?  
The Conceptual Framework 
This case study explored international graduate student experiences through an existing 
pre-orientation program at a large, urban university in southeastern Pennsylvania.  By 
investigating the design and abundance of intercultural activities during the pre-orientation 
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program, it provided insights into transitional difficulties of international graduate students and 
physiological and psychological effects.  Maslow (1970) developed a theory of motivation based 
on a hierarchy of physical and emotional needs.  Lower-level needs such as psychological 
conditions must be met before needs at the higher level can be satisfied.  Even though 
international students come from various countries with different religious backgrounds, political 
affiliation and socioeconomic status, the common experience is that they go through an 
acculturative experience that brings them together as a collective group.  These acculturative 
experiences may address cultural shock, homesickness and language barriers.  If international 
students are forced to assimilate into the environment, they may quickly adapt and fit into the 
new culture but in the process give up traditional values and even their self-identity.   
 The second conceptual framework is derived from the work of Jean Piaget.  The Swiss 
psychologist (1969) believed that people have the mental capacity to organize perceptual 
thoughts and associate them to the suitable responses.   According to Piaget (1969), he suggested 
that this cognitive development begins at a very early age such as infancy involving two 
processes: assimilation and accommodation, which comprise adaptation.  In Piaget’s theory, the 
process of assimilation allows people to use their prior experiences to take in new sets of stimuli 
and respond suitably while the process of accommodation results in shifting as necessary to cope 
with the condition.   Consider, for instance, international graduate students often encounter many 
challenges in the United States.  Those with no prior experience or exposure about the western 
culture often struggle to understand and flourish in a different culture.  As a result, it may be 
necessary for them to assimilate into the American culture and use their prior experiences to 
adapt to the new environment.   In order for international graduate students to maximize their 
graduate experience, an educational institution needs to implement a strategic plan to 
accommodate the needs of international graduate students.  By surveying the needs of this 
underrepresented population, this may bridge the disconnects at many higher education 
institutions and cultivate a stronger connection with them.  In the absence of this groundwork, 
students may lose their cultural identity in the process of acculturation.  Some traditional 
students would like to preserve their own cultural values, which may result in major value 
conflicts while acculturating in the new environment.  When two cultures are conflicting with 
one another, it may lead to cultural shock, misconceptions and acculturative stress.  These factors 
may result in serious health issues such as depression, anxiety and decreased self-esteem, which 
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will interfere with their academic performance.  According to Tung (2011), many international 
graduate students particularly in the Asian culture are quite reluctant to seek mental health 
counseling due to negative stigma associated with mental illness.  As a result, many international 
graduate students rely on their peers for informal, emotional and academic support.  It may be 
crucial to educate major constituents about mental health issues in international students to 
faculty and staff members, but also student organizational leaders about resources for mental 
health during a cross-cultural orientation like a pre-orientation program.   
Researcher Stance and Experiential Base 
According to Bloomberg and Volope (2012), the goal of critical theory is to advocate for 
social justice, change the lives of participants, and provide feedback to educational institutions 
about the culture of the organization.  To achieve such an objective, the authors suggested that 
the researcher needs to actively involve participants in a case study design such as in creating the 
research questions, collecting data and transcribing the qualitative result; hence, the researcher 
needs to be part of the case study by acting as a participant observer.  Creswell (2012) stated that 
observation methods are useful to researchers in many ways.  In the context of this study, 
observation methods give the researcher an understanding of how participants communicate with 
each other in an online webinar, provide nonverbal expression of feelings and enable researchers 
to know what questions to ask in terms that make sense to the international graduate students.  
Since the interpretation of a qualitative study is often viewed as subjective, participant 
observation gives the researcher in depth insights about the cultural phenomenon.  After the 
researcher analyzes and synthesizes the data, the information can be used to plan future 
orientation programs based on the needs of international graduate students (student-centeredness 
approach) and deliver change in existing social structures by eliminating rigid attitudes and 
incongruous processes at the university.   
Conceptual Framework of Research Streams 
International graduate students who have never been exposed to the western culture may 
experience a degree of cultural shock, acculturative stress and even negative perception when 
placed in western society.  As with international graduate students, this phenomenon can occur in 
domestic students as well.  Consider as an example, when a student is transitioning from high 
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school to college, the individual is required to learn about the new culture at the educational 
institution, acculturate to the nearby places in the surrounding area and make new acquaintances.  
Depending upon the individual’s level of past cultural experience and exposure, the transitional 
period can be very challenging.  With the proper guidance and support structure, on the other 
hand, university personnel may be able to reduce the level of acculturative anxiety and stress.   
In the case of international graduate students, they may develop false perceptions about 
the American lifestyle and experience a high level of acculturative stress due to unfamiliarity 
with the new culture while pursuing their graduate degree simultaneously.  It is important for the 
institution to focus on three research streams: cultural shock, perceptions and acculturative 
anxiety and stress.  By focusing on these three common transitional difficulties with international 
graduate students, university personnel, including administrative leaders can utilize best practices 
to improve the retention rate of international students across the United States.   
Definition of Terms 
· Acclimation – it is a process in which an individual adjusts to gradual change in 
environment (Ren & Hagerdorn, 2012). 
· Acculturation – it is a process for people to successfully transition into the new 
environment in the absence of discarding traditional values (Igoa, 1995). 
· Assimilation - a process for a person forced to become part of the mainstream and the 
individual has to forgo cherished and traditional values (Igoa, 1995). 
· Accommodation – the process that results in changing the institutional culture and 
policies, as necessary to acknowledge the individual’s needs. 
· Adaptation – the balance between the interplay of assimilation and accommodation.  
· Cultural Shock – anxiety that results from losing all familiar signs and symbols of social 
intercourse (Igoa, 1995). 
· Graduate Student Orientation – an institutional program that occurs before the start of the 
academic year to acclimate students into the new environment and allows graduate 
students to interact and network with other students on campus at the institution.  
· International Graduate Student Association (IGSA) – a recognized graduate student 
organization comprised of current, international graduate students at this comprehensive 
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university.  This organization hosts an array of academic, cultural and social events for 
international graduate students. 
· PRAGATHI, a graduate Indian association, promotes cultural awareness and provides 
ongoing academic and social support for international Indian students at this University.  
· Pre-orientation program – founded by two prominent researchers at this comprehensive 
university, which is a summer bridge program that occurs before the start of the academic 
year in a synchronous, online setting by allowing institutional stakeholders to interact 
with incoming international students from all over the world.  This is referred to here as 
the ‘webinar.’ 
· Web-Based Communication – sharing information over the internet using a synchronous, 
communicative application such as Zoom with other network of computers. 
Assumptions, Limitations and Delimitations 
 By examining an existing pre-orientation program through web-based communication at 
a private research university in Southeastern Pennsylvania prior to the start of the academic year, 
the researcher will encounter the following assumptions, limitations and delimitations: 
Assumptions 
1. International graduate students come with high academic credentials (high standardized 
scores, numerous publications and merit recommendation letters); therefore, people often 
assume that they will quickly assimilate to the new environment without difficulties. 
2. Acculturating into a new environment is not a singular process.  There are varying 
degrees of readiness in starting a new life in the United States. 
3. Many university administrators have good intentions in implementing an ideal orientation 
program for international graduate students but the focus is not student-centeredness.   
Limitations 
1. Since the pre-orientation program (webinar) is conducted through a web-based 
application, students will lack the ability to interact face-to-face with the webinar’s host 
in a physical environment; hence, it will be challenging to detect individual facial 
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expressions in this setting.  Often times, facial expression may detect confusion or lack of 
comprehension of the concept especially when international participation is involved.  
2. In many developing countries around the globe, students still do not have internet access. 
3. Due to the difference in time zones, it will be difficult to find a common time to conduct 
this webinar.  As a result, IGSA hosts this webinar in two different time zones.  To 
accommodate them, the sessions will be recorded and can be viewed at a later time for 
participants who are unable to attend or English is not their first language.    
Delimitations 
1. The study will be conducted at a specific institution of higher education; therefore,  
the outcome data will not fully represent all the graduate international students enrolled 
in graduate degree/certificate programs across the United States. 
2. The webinar will be held in the summer quarter; thus, international students matriculating 
subsequent to the fall quarter can only take advantage of the pre-recorded webinar and 
not the live, interactive session.   
3. If students have immediate questions after watching the pre-recorded webinar, they will 
not be able to acquire an immediate response but students can certainly email their 
question and will receive a response in a reasonable timeframe.   
Summary 
Developing and establishing a rapport with international graduate students prior to the 
start of the academic year and hosting an informational session through web-based 
communication, higher education institutions may be able to serve currently, unmet needs of 
international students at the graduate level.  Unfortunately, most universities and colleges, if not 
all, focus on assimilating international graduate students rather than acculturating and 
accommodating them into the new environment.  As a result, they may be forced to mix into the 
environment and thus lose their cherished traditions and culture in the process.  After collecting 
and evaluating the data, it is hoped that the researcher will be able to propose to the staff of  
higher educational institutions of a plan of remediation and then better assist with the transitional 
difficulties for international graduate students.  There are varying degrees of readiness of 
commencing a new life in the United States.  Many international graduate students will 
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encounter a range of transitional difficulties from cultural shock to their academic performance 
and social adjustment.  In order to effectively maximize the experience for international graduate 
students, institutions need to show their appreciation, concern and commitment for international 
students.  Understanding diversity can establish a level of trust and acceptance but most 
importantly a deep appreciation and understanding of different cultures.  It is necessary for 
American universities to foster a welcoming and positive climate for international students and 
make them feel a sense of belonging in the community.  
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Chapter II: Literature Review 
Introduction 
In the past decade, there has been a large entry of international undergraduate and 
graduate students pursuing their higher education in the United States (Bang & Montgomery, 
2013).  Today, there are over half a million of international students attending higher education 
institutions in America (Minchew & Couvillion, 2010; Myers-Walls et al., 2011; Rose-Redwood, 
2010).  Traditionally, international undergraduate students have always exceeded the 
international graduate student population.  As such, most research tends to focus more at the 
undergraduate level.  Currently, however about half of the international students in the United 
States are at the graduate level (Bang & Montgomery, 2013; Erichsen & Billiger, 2010).  Below 
are figures 1.1 and 1.2 to show that the number of matriculated international graduate and 
undergraduate students enrolled in the fall quarter degree program of each academic year at the 
comprehensive university in southeast Pennsylvania.  While graduate students have different 
academic interests and career ambitions, they share a common denominator: the rigors of their 
graduate study for the first time.  For international graduate students, many of them encounter an 
extra challenge since they have never lived in America in the past nor have they experienced the 
western culture.  According to Kim (2010), international graduate students often experience 
language differences, acculturative stress, financial constraints, challenging academic 
environment, homesickness and social barriers with domestic students.  While there are more 
international students enrolling in a graduate program on an annual basis across the United 
States, relatively minimal attention has been given to their needs during the transitional period.        
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Figure 1.1. Newly matriculated international graduate students enrolled in a quarter degree program at the beginning of 
each academic year.  
 
Figure 1.2. Newly matriculated international undergraduate students enrolled in a quarter degree program at the 
beginning of each academic year.  
Source: Oracle Enterprise Performance Management System: Hyperion Report (2012) 
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 For the most part, an increase in diversity is commonly perceived as a positive movement 
in higher education; however, a plethora of research (Poock, 2004; Ren & Hagedorn, 2012; 
Sherry, Thomas & Chui, 2010; Zhou, Frey & Bang, 2011) indicates that many universities and 
colleges are not adequately acculturating their international students into the educational system. 
International graduate students are more than just enhancing the economy of the United States.  
For this population, they have been uprooted from their own cultural environment and need 
support and accommodation to transition successfully into the new culture.  According to Igoa 
(1995), many international students who are swiftly assimilated into a new environment without 
accommodation are more likely to relinquish their cherished beliefs and cultural identity.  As a 
result, they often suffer from psychological and physiological changes, which may cause low 
self-esteem, emotional disorientation and the pain of losing a sense of belonging in the new 
climate; thus, they are forced to behave differently by altering their lifestyle, food, dress code 
and integrating with the norm in society.  America is a diverse country comprised of unique 
people from different cultural and socio-economical backgrounds.  Each international graduate 
student has a unique history and identity in the ‘melting pot.’  Although different cultures are 
amalgamated, the culture must remain distinct in some facets.  Parrish and Linder (2010) stated 
that to show appreciation of cultural diversity is more than just acknowledgement and tolerance 
of another culture, but “also by a desire to preserve that diversity as a valuable asset for 
addressing the many challenges faced by the global community now and in the future” (p. 1); 
hence, cultural sensitivity is not just one way.  Such an effort requires from both the student and 
institutional commitment.  University stakeholders need to assist them acculturate into the new 
environment while retaining their rooted traditions.  Just like adaptation from a biological 
perspective, international graduate students need to maintain their traditions while they evolve 
through a natural selection in the new environment.  Ioga (1995) suggested that many 
international graduate students often encounter social and emotional challenges that often 
impeded successful adaptation.  Adapting to a new place takes time.   
 To demonstrate that commitment, most universities and colleges host an orientation 
program before the start of the academic year.  According to Poock (2004), it is very common 
for students to experience anxiety and emotional stress about commencing their graduate 
education.  The purpose of orientation is to allay incoming student anxiety, to assimilate 
incoming graduate students into their new environment and to ensure the success of acculturation 
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while matriculating graduate students make the transition from their previous environment to the 
host environment.  Orientation programs are either offered at the university-wide level or 
academic departments.  Cusworth (2001) conducted a qualitative study on orientation and 
retention of counseling Ph.D. students.  His findings suggested the general student orientation is 
helpful in serving the social needs of graduate students but ineffective in addressing their 
academic concerns.  For international graduate students, this population has specific needs just 
like doctoral students; therefore, many universities and colleges host a separate orientation 
known as the International Graduate Student Orientation or intercultural orientation program 
designed specifically for international students to address educational, cultural and social 
differences.   
 Literature indicates that international contact alone will not facilitate intercultural 
learning.  Hammer, Bennett and Wiseman (2003) believes that international graduate students 
must demonstrate interest in other cultures, appreciate cultural differences and change their 
behavior to indicate respect for other cultures in a new environment.  The same attitude applies 
for their domestic counterpart.  For cultural learning to take place, it is necessary for 
international graduate students to immerse their existing knowledge and culture in the new 
environment.  The initial gateway to a transformational learning is to foster a cross-cultural 
training through the pre-orientation program.  Hagar (2014) found that facilitation is a central 
key that foster intercultural learning by preparing international graduate students through 
“interactive dialogue and guided reflection activities” at the pre-orientation program (p. 17).  A 
successful acculturation will result in a holistic experience of interaction in the new environment 
for international graduate students.   
 Furthermore, Mori (2000) stated that the international student population in post-
secondary and higher education has always remained “one of the most quiet, invisible, 
underserved groups on the American campuses” (p. 143).  In the United States, for instance, the 
number of international students studying in 2012-2013 has reached a staggering number of 
819,644, an increase of 9.8 percent from the previous academic year’s enrollment (Institute of 
International Education, 2013).  In contrast, the figures in 1954 and 1982 were approximately 
36,000 and 337,000, respectively (Perrucci & Hu, p. 491).  A review of literature shows attention 
has been paid to international graduate students ranging from pedagogical concerns (Lin & 
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Scherz, 2014), to social satisfaction (Perrucci and Hu, 1995) and to diversity (Boafo-Arthur, 
2014).  This suggests that international graduate students may often experience the feeling of 
distress, fulfillment and alienation from their environment (Singley & Sedlacek, 2009).   
One such service area that has received attention is the orientation for international 
graduate students.  Even though many international graduate students come with impressive 
academic credentials, they often encounter a number of transitional difficulties such as language 
barriers, cultural shock, homesickness and severe challenges in familiarizing themselves to the 
new atmosphere (Bang & Montgomery, 2013; Goldschmidt & Ousey, 2006; Zhou, Fey & Bang, 
2011).  The International Graduate Student Orientation is intended to ease the transition of 
incoming international students into the new environment.  As diverse enrollments of 
international students have increased, the orientation program is crucial in establishing the levels 
of academic expectation and performance.  A welcoming orientation can be viewed as one of the 
key factors in their success (Sherry, Thomas & Chui, 2009) and can establish the rudimentary 
foundation of trust and acceptance with international students  (Boening & Miller, 2005; Singley 
& Sedlacek, 2009).   
Orientation is often viewed as a socialization process that introduces students to both 
graduate study and into one’s academic discipline or profession (Poock, 2004; Rapp, Rhodes & 
Stokes, 2006; Tas, 2013).  The International Graduate Student Orientation program is the initial 
process in this multi-faceted socialization process.  Unfortunately, research highlights that 
deficient commitment on the part of an educational institution often result in vulnerability of our 
international students (Sherry, Thomas & Chui, 2010).  International students often feel isolated 
in their new environment.  Thus, social support and networking are crucial components in 
ensuring the success of the international graduate population.  Research shows that by involving 
the graduate student organizations to take part in orientation, it can reduce the feeling of isolation 
and loneliness (Bang & Montgomery, 2013).  Topics such as social support and networking, 
cultural discrepancies between the new country and the host country, immigration issues and 
employment opportunities need to be addressed at orientation.  Previous studies (Boafo-Arthur, 
2013; Heinrich & Gladstone, 1992) have shown that by introducing relevant contents not only 
lessen students’ anxiety and sense of isolation but assists in fostering a sense of community in 
the new environment. 
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Unfortunately, with diminishing resources and institutional support, research has shown 
that many universities are not adequately acculturating international students for the academic 
and social adaptation in higher education (Boafo-Arthur, 2013).  This suggests that many 
international students encounter transitional challenges as they struggle with both social 
transitions and academic (Kunst & Sam, 2013; Tan & Liu, 2013; Vlamis, Bell & Grass, 2014).  
While most colleges and universities have international student offices, they heavily rely on 
international student organizations and peer support to assist with transitional issues and 
acculturating to the western culture because of limited financial capital (Bang & Montgomery, p. 
358).  
The purpose of this case study was to explore ways to: (1) understand the acculturative 
experiences of international graduate students through a pre-orientation program as they 
matriculate into a comprehensive university in southeastern Pennsylvania and (2) understand the 
perceived challenges they may experience by identifying the potential areas, if any so that 
university stakeholders can better accommodate the needs of international graduate students.  
The research questions guiding this mix method study were: 
(1) What were the academic, social, and cultural histories of international graduate students 
and how did an existing pre-orientation program acknowledge, appreciate and address 
these histories? 
(2) What strategies and techniques did international graduate students employ to cope in their 
new environment? 
(3) What policies and procedures did an educational institution employ to bridge the 
disconnects between student needs and institutional commitment?  
 
Literature Review 
Cultural Shock 
 Transitioning into new social and academic environments requires adjustment on the part 
of international students.  While every student may experience a level of cultural shock being in 
a new educational setting, starting a life in a new country can be even more stressful.  According 
to Boafo-Arthur (2013), cultural shock, by definition, is to describe the feelings of uneasiness 
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experienced by people acclimating into a new environment.  The term cultural shock was 
introduced by an anthropologist named Kalervo Oberg.  Oberg (1960) stated that cultural shock 
results from the loss of cultural familiarity when individuals experience cultural incongruities 
and dissimilarities.  In surveying scholarly literature (Pyvis & Chapman 2005; Chapdelaine & 
Alexitch, 2004), experts note that cultural shock is often referred to as cross-cultural adjustment 
or cultural learning.  Despite the various names for the term ‘cultural shock,’ many researchers 
suggest that cultural shock impacts the academic performance of international graduate students.    
 Pyvis and Chapman (2005) stated that there are various factors of cultural shock ranging 
from anxiety related to psychological adaptation, fear of rejection in the new environment, 
feeling of frustration and depression and unanticipated cultural differences.  Domestic and 
international students who find themselves in an unfamiliar territory can easily experience such a 
feeling.  Cultural shock is a transitional experience resulting from low-cultural awareness.  
Making an adjustment is dependent upon the ability of international graduate students to bridge 
the gaps between their home countries and the new environment.   
 For instance, it is not uncommon for many international students to experience cultural 
shock (Lin & Scherz, 2014; Nguyen, 2013; Bang & Montgomery, 2013; Goldschmidt & Ousey, 
2006).  International graduate students who often experience the feelings of alienation and 
rejection in a new culture, a loss of social support and discrimination by other members of the 
new culture are prone to cultural shock.  As a result, many universities offer cross-cultural 
training to assuage culture incongruities for international graduate students.  In the example of 
the pre-orientation program, this comprehensive university in southeast Pennsylvania offers an 
online webinar prior to the start of each academic year to acculturate students into the new 
environment.  By incorporating cultural content in the pre-orientation program, colleges and 
universities may reduce a degree of cultural shock and allow international graduate students to 
learn and cultivate specific cultural skills in a cross-cultural climate.    
Furnham and Bochner (1982) have argued that acculturation should not be handled at a 
collective or macro scale but rather at an individual level.  Since acculturation is a shift in 
psychology of the individual, such an impact will depend upon an individual’s cultural 
knowledge and awareness.  Two prominent researchers seem to be in agreement with the work of 
Furnham and Bochner.  Chapdelaine & Alexitch (2004) found that cultural shock affects 
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different people in various ways.  For instance, international graduate students who belong to a 
large co-national group is less likely to learn specific cross cultural skills and rely heavily on 
their peers for cultural support.  In that regard, such an action would lead to a greater degree of 
difficulties in a cross-cultural setting.  In another instance, international graduate students who 
come to a new country with their spouse and children will have less time to interact with people 
in the new environment.  As such, this group of international graduate students may be less likely 
to learn about cultural specific skills and this will lead to a greater degree of cultural shock.   
In a qualitative study on cultural barriers among international graduate students’ social 
interactions at the University of Toledo, Sherry, Thomas and Chui (2009) highlighted that the 
varying degree of cultural shock was influenced by prior experiences and racial background.  It 
was found that students in some countries like Saudi Arabia and Sri Lanka are heavily influenced 
by the western culture.  Due to their prior exposures, they are less likely to experience a degree 
of cultural shock.  In another study, the findings from Thomas and Chui (2009) highlighted the 
special needs of international students with regard to food on campus.  Many Muslim students, 
for instance, were shocked by the lack of Halal food on campus.  As a result, they often felt 
excluded from the overall community.  As such, these two studies showed that not all 
international students experience cultural shock when traveling to a western country.  Such 
impact depends upon one’s level of exposure with the western culture.    
Furthermore, recent findings have shown that the classroom setting is an enormous 
cultural difference for international graduate students (Minchew & Couvillion, 2010; Sheehan & 
Pearson, 1995).  In most countries around the globe, the educational system is different from the 
American education.  In some places, students are expected to memorize the course materials 
and show professors the highest respect whereas the educational structure in the United States is 
less formal (Goldschmidt & Ousey, 2006; Minchew & Couvillion, 2010).  Due to the contrast in 
learning styles and cultural differences, it may present problems in regard to their academic 
responsibility and classroom behavior.  The findings from research suggest that it is crucial to 
establish an intercultural orientation program to address these important issues and to help them 
better understand the American culture and university life.   
Due to a variation of educational, cultural and social differences, many US higher 
education institutions offer a specific intercultural orientation designed specifically for 
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international graduate students.  Consider, for instance, almost all of the international doctoral 
students in their respective disciplines are given a teaching/research/graduate assistantship or 
subsidized by government funding.  Incoming international graduate students who are assigned 
to a classroom may not be familiar with the American customs and/or the American university 
life.  Sheehan and Pearson (1995) pointed out that one of the greatest cultural differences 
between American and international graduate students resides in the classroom.  Minchew and 
Couvillion (2010) found that many intercultural programs focus only on language and 
communication skills, and lack of specific contents such as personal, cultural and educational 
backgrounds of American students which is a must to ensure that their teaching methods and 
materials more effectively in the classroom.  By hosting a cross-cultural orientation program, it 
will increase cultural awareness and enhance teaching techniques suitable for their American 
students but also reduce a degree of cultural shock.   
Perceptions/Misconceptions 
 The growth in the number of international students has diversified college and university 
campuses across the United States.  As a result of this continuous movement, many American 
institutions have implemented and imposed guidelines to encourage cross-cultural exchanges in 
preparation for such a dynamic and multicultural climate.  International graduate students 
contribute greatly to intellectual capital in classroom conversation as well as augmenting our 
knowledge and appreciation of cultures from various countries.  Unfortunately, many 
international graduate students often perceive United States as an unwelcoming atmosphere (Lee 
& Rice, 2007; Trice, 2003).  Part of this perception emerged because many higher educational 
institutions do not have the proper infrastructure to sustain this group of population (Trice & 
Yoo, 2007; Trice, 2003). 
 In addition, many American universities and colleges rely upon international students for 
tuition and academic support at the graduate level.  A review of literature shows that many 
educational leaders are faced with a great challenge to recruit quality international graduate 
students due to this negative perception (Lee & Rice, 2007; Trice & Yoo, 2007).  The terrorist 
attacks that had occurred on September 11th has even made some international graduate students 
feel more vulnerable and presented some challenges for them in pursuing their higher education 
in the United States due to discrimination and new immigration policies (Lee & Rice, 2007).    
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 There are other perceptions observed by international graduate students.  Faculty 
members are the faces of many higher educational institutions.  They represent the reputation of 
many prestigious universities and colleges across the United States.  Unfortunately, several 
studies highlight that faculty members do not fully appreciate or take the time to understand 
international graduate students (Trice, 2003; Light, 1993).  Several assumptions emerged from 
the findings: (1) many faculty members are rewarded for their research and not for their teaching 
and mentorship; hence, this type of perception/attitude has a detrimental effect on this 
population; (2) some faculty members do not have the sufficient expertise or knowledge to guide 
international graduate students into a forward direction; and (3) the ratio of faculty members and 
international graduate students are often too large to bridge the gaps.  By understanding the 
perceptions of current international students’ experiences, university administrators (faculty and 
professional staff) can work collaboratively to reduce these negative perceptions.   
Aside from this perception of the role of faculty members, other administrators at the 
university strongly affect international students’ experiences.  In a qualitative study of 
international graduate students’ perception of diversity initiatives at an East Coast University, 
Rose-Redwood (2010) found that by linking domestic and international students together in an 
educational setting will not result in diversity.  Diversity involves the commitment of the 
institution to foster a culture that embraces multiculturalism and encompasses stakeholders in the 
decision process.  The findings suggest that it is important for institutional leaders to work 
collaboratively, engender a welcoming environment for international students and reduce the 
development of misconceptions by international graduate students.  
Misconceptions impede the effectiveness of cross cultural encounters.  Once the virus of 
misconception has begun, it can transform promptly into a vicious cycle of misunderstanding 
which may result in cultural shock and acculturative stress.   Consider, for instance, in a 
qualitative study by Minchew and Couvillion (2010), the authors examined international 
students’ lifestyles and perceptions of the in university experience.  They pointed out that 
international graduate students often have misconceptions of American students.  Many 
international graduate students, particularly at the doctoral level, are awarded with fellowships 
upon receiving the in matriculation offers.  Since many of them are required to work as teaching 
assistants, they assume the teaching responsibility at the undergraduate level.  Teaching assistant 
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duties may vary across departments but demand considerable skill and knowledge regardless of 
one’s major.  These duties can include grading, conducting office hours, facilitating recitations, 
teaching labs and possibly giving lectures.  Since many international students do not have such 
prior experiences with the western tradition and American educational system, they may develop 
false perceptions of the university experience.  Teaching in American universities can be quite 
different from teaching in other countries in terms of expectations for both instructors and 
students.  According to Goldschmidt and Debbie (2006), the misconception of learning and 
teaching styles can lead to learning failure and acculturative stress but can also affect their 
attitudes toward the American educational system.  Understanding these differences can help to 
improve their teaching and prevent misunderstandings in the classroom.  One way to prepare 
international graduate students for their duties is to host a Teaching Assistant (TA) orientation.  
Participation in the TA orientation can make international students’ work as TAs easier in 
addition to enhancing their teaching portfolio if they intend to pursue a career in academia.   
Thus, more research is needed to understand the effective strategies to support 
international graduate students during the transition from their home countries to the new 
academic environment in the United States.  A review of literature (Boafo-Arthur, 2013; Collins 
& Dodsworth, 2011) shows that an informal yet educational pre-session is needed prior to the 
start of the academic year to reduce any perceived misconceptions or anxieties that new 
international graduate students may have about the American educational system and culture.  
Hence, the initial encounter by outreaching to them prior to their arrival on an American campus 
for their orientation.  By conducting various workshops in advance with our international 
students through a web-based communication tool, the organizers are seeking to reduce their 
level of anxiety, to develop rapport with them and to assist them to transition into their new 
environment.  Examples include offering a pre-session workshop on campus life, focusing on the 
cultural aspect and the educational system in the United States.  Most importantly, this type of 
support must be continued even after classes have started in the fall quarter.  Acculturating does 
not resolve within a brief duration.  It is an extensive, adjustment period for many international 
graduate students.   
Acculturation and Acculturative Stress 
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According to Myers-Walls, et. al., (2011), “acculturation is the process of adapting to a 
new social and cultural setting” (p. 456).  Acculturation should not be regarded as a negative 
experience.  International students are being introduced to a new culture and acclimating to the 
mainstream culture without discarding past meaningful traditions and values.  Acculturative 
stress, however, will have a negative impact on the academic performance of international 
students.  A review of literature suggests international students who experience the following 
contributing factors like discrimination, homesickness, fear and stress from the transitioning 
period may develop a high level of acculturative stress (Sullivan & Kashubeck-West, 2015; 
Nasirudeen, et. al., 2014; Boafo-Arthur, 2013).   
When shifting to a new environment, it may be very challenging for many students.  For 
international students, the challenges are different compared to those of domestic students.  
International graduate students encounter many transitional difficulties such as adapting to a new 
educational system, living in an unfamiliar territory and eating different ethnic food.  Zhou, Frey 
& Bang (2011) found that transitional difficulties may lead to psychological issues like 
acculturative stress, cultural shock, misconceptions, homesickness and isolation.  Acculturative 
stress, in particular, may impact the well-being of international graduate students.  In other 
instances, it may result in emotional and neurological diseases.  Different researchers (Sullivan 
& Kashubeck-West, 2015; Yu, et. al., 2014; Rice, et. al., 2012) stated that acute and chronic 
acculturative stress may be associated with other negative consequences like heart disease, 
cancers, diabetes, eating disorders and suicidal behavior. 
For international graduate students, studying in a graduate degree program requires 
additional academic requirements and pressure particularly for candidates in a doctoral degree 
program.  While stress is part of the daily routine for everybody, acculturative stress may have a 
major impact on the academic performance of international graduate students.  Nasirudeen, et al. 
(2014) reported that a non-English speaker accent is a factor of condemnation for some native 
English speakers and is viewed as poor communication between domestic and international 
students.  International graduate students whose native language is not English experience more 
stress in an educational environment (Sullivan & West, 2015; Nasirudeen, et al., 2014; Rice, et 
al., 2012).  Particularly in some cultures, Asian students usually have higher anxiety than 
American students.  Fritz, Chin, and DeMarinis (2008) found that academic failure will shame 
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the family’s name in many Asian cultures; what happen to an individual is viewed as a reflection 
on a group.   Many Asian international students rarely seek counseling support (Nasirudeen, et 
al., 2014; Wei, et al., 2007).  The word ‘counseling’ has a negative connotation associated with 
it.  In that regard, many Asian international students experience a higher level of acculturative 
stress.    
There are various factors that contribute to acculturative stress.  Researchers have found 
that the duration of stay in the new country will impact the level of acculturative stress (Rice et. 
al., 2012; Ward & Kennedy, 1999).  When international students have resided in the country for 
an extensive period of time and cultivated a cultural understanding in the new environment, they 
are better equipped with social networking skills which reduce the level of acculturative stress.  
Furthermore, results from the study of Yu et al., (2014) revealed that lack of preparedness for 
studying in a host country yields higher levels of acculturative stress.  Drawing from the 
experience of the pre-orientation program, it is important for international graduate students to 
learn about the cultural norms of the host country which are crucial to their academic and social 
success.  While students are on campus during the international graduate student orientation, 
social support from student organization groups along with welcome back activities can greatly 
reduce acculturative stress (Sullivan & Kashubeck-West, 2015).   
In a qualitative study on acculturative stress among Asian international graduate students, 
scholars (Myers-Walls, et. al., 2011) have discovered that the international graduate students’ 
experience of acculturative stress varied by gender and graduate program.  They found that a 
number of the male students enrolled in engineering and science programs experience a greater 
degree of acculturative stress compared to female students enrolled in social science programs.  
Due to the technical nature of the engineering and science disciplines, international graduate 
male students operate at a more advanced, academic level.  In two similar studies by Boafao-
Arthur (2013) and Lee and Opio (2011), Black-African international students, for example, 
encounter discrimination from different origins (e.g., cultural differences, stereotypes, and 
accents) compared to African-Americans.  According to Boafao-Arthur (2013), discrimination is 
not just based on race but other factors due to linguistic capability and blind spots.  These 
experiences suggest that Black-African international students experienced more acculturative 
stress compared to non-Black-African students. 
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According to Rapp, Rhodes and Stokes (2006), graduate students do not experience a 
linear socialization process.  In other words, this multifaceted development can be challenging 
for incoming international graduate students.  The findings suggest that students who are 
academically and socially satisfied at the institution are likely to succeed in overcoming the 
acculturative stress associated with the demands of being a new incoming student.  Such students 
will likely complete their graduate programs in a timely manner.  In another research finding on 
stress, Perrucci and Hu (1995) states that a negative experience at school can affect the physical 
and emotional state of the student as well as diminish one’s self-esteem.  While some 
international students can easily adjust to a new environment, other students struggle with both 
social and academic transitions including anxieties, mixed emotions and an array of transitional 
questions.   
One way to address these stressors as well as to foster confidence and build a sense of 
community is through the pre-workshop before the start of orientation.  By orienting 
international graduate students at least a month before the start of classes, they have more time to 
develop realistic expectations and coping skills.  With limited operating resources, universities 
could collaborate with student organizations in planning the topics for the workshops.  Any 
misperceptions and misunderstandings about graduate school must be reduced before the start of 
orientation so that international graduate students can maximize their graduate experience and 
their chance of academic and social achievement.  Successful orientation programs should 
deliver intercultural learning experiences that assist students to comprehend and make 
adaptations to change. 
Conceptual Framework 
According to the conceptual work of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, the most rudimentary 
effort for educational institutions is to develop a sense of community with international graduate 
students.  In figure 2, meeting the physiological needs (cultural shock, misconceptions and 
acculturative stress) of international graduate students offers the potential for infusing a sense of 
community, and is the most effective in conveying a position of professional excellence.  A 
sincere commitment from the institution with international graduate students is a good starting 
point.  In the absence of this structure, it will be very challenging for international graduate 
students to reach self-actualization in a learning environment.  
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                                  Figure 2: Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 
 
                                
 
Source: Based on Maslow (1968) 
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 
 The personality concept developed by Abraham Maslow is a theory of motivation based 
on a hierarchy of physical and emotional needs.  According to Maslow (1970), physiological 
needs at the lower-level of the hierarchy must be met before one can reach to the top of the 
hierarchy called self-actualization.  Everyone can operate at the optimal level, which is self-
actualization.  For students to function at the peak of their potential, institutional support and 
commitment are the starting points in this journey.  With international graduate students who are 
unfamiliar with the western culture and if their physiological needs are not satisfied, for instance, 
they will not likely reach self-actualization.  For many students including the international 
graduate population, their needs regress to a lower level and higher-level needs are placed in 
deferment during the transitional period.  In a study presented by Privette and Landsman (1983), 
people with these peak experiences have an acceptance of themselves and their environment, 
perceive reality accurately and efficiently and appreciate ordinary events.  These findings led 
them to propose that for any student to develop at their fullest potentials, the right environment 
and support are the rudimentary foundation.  As such, the Hierarchy of Needs concept proposed 
by Maslow can serve as a diagnostic tool in dealing with international graduate students.  
Necessities like physiological needs must be accommodated before learning can be achieved. 
Self-
Actulization
Esteem
Sense of Love/Belonging
Safety
Physiological and Psychological Needs
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Summary 
Due to financial constraints and limited institutional support, many colleges and 
universities across the United States are not adequately preparing their international graduate 
students into their new environment.  As a result, many international graduate students may feel 
disconnected from the university which could impact the retention rate.  By taking the initiative 
and reaching out to this group of students between the time that they matriculate to the university 
and when they arrive on campus, a university can reduce these transitional difficulties including 
cultural shock, misconceptions and acculturative stress.  Based on the findings from research, the 
administration can alleviate a level of stress and anxiety with regards to the culture, lifestyle, and 
educational system in America by hosting a pre-orientation program on various transitional 
issues during the summer.  Although international graduate student orientation is the initial 
stepping stone to acculturate students in the new environment, transitional difficulties cannot be 
resolved within a few hours at orientation.  Finally, poor academic performance by 
disadvantaged students sometimes reflects non-academic deficiencies.  Academic skills can be 
reinforced through intensive tutoring, but social and emotional factors may interfere with 
academic progress.  Cultural activities such as picnics, ice-skating, bowling, and other social 
activities will offer opportunities for students to interact in a natural environment.  In 
collaboration with the graduate student government body, these activities provide a social outlet 
and an opportunity to expand and enrich their experience at the university.  The next chapter will 
present a description of research methods in highlighting and addressing many of these 
acculturative concerns. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
Introduction 
 This chapter presents a comprehensive description of the research methods that were used 
to understand the acculturative experiences, transitional difficulties and perceptions of 
international graduate students through a pre-orientation program known as the webinar and the 
university-wide orientation program in a large comprehensive university in the southeast region 
of Pennsylvania.  The purpose of this research study was to minimize perceived transitional 
difficulties for international graduate students during the process of acculturation.  The goal was 
for university stakeholders to create a student-centered program with the appropriate 
accommodations so that international graduate students will successfully acculturate into the new 
environment after acquiring a holistic view of their acculturative and transitional experiences.  
 To examine these perceived issues, a mixed method case study approach was used to 
address the following questions: (a) What were the academic, social, and cultural histories of 
international graduate students and how did an existing pre-orientation program acknowledge, 
appreciate and address these histories? (b) What strategies and techniques did international 
graduate students employ to cope in their new environment? (c) What policies and procedures 
did an educational institution employ to bridge the disconnects between student needs and 
institutional commitment?  
Research Design and Rationale 
 In this critical mixed method research study, a case study design was used because the 
researcher was looking for “the shared patterns of a marginalized group with the aim of 
advocacy about issues and power and authority” (Creswell, 2009, p. 464).  This case study 
provided the researcher with in-depth exploration of international graduate students along with 
their perceptions and experiences in the host country.  According to Yin (2003) and Baxter & 
Jack (2008), a case study design is used to address the followings: (1) the focus of the research 
questions were to answer “how” and “why” questions; (2) the researcher was not trying to 
influence the behavior of the study; and (3) the purpose of the study was to show that contextual 
conditions are related to the phenomenon in the research.  In the context of this study, the 
contextual conditions were transitional difficulties and the phenomenon was acculturation.  
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Creswell (2012) also stated that a case study approach examines the phenomenon not only 
through one lens but multiple data sources such as observations, surveys and a focus group.  In 
this case study, the point of views and perceptions from newly matriculated international 
graduate students from multiple data sources provided a holistic and comprehensive 
understanding of their acculturative experiences.  This feedback was relevant for university 
stakeholders to develop and design a program specifically to the needs of international graduate 
students.  For the purpose of triangulation, key sources like observations, in-depth interviews and 
surveys were used to acquire insights, viewpoints and comprehensive understanding of 
participants through the pre-orientation program.   
 When designing and implementing the orientation programs, university stakeholders 
often had good intentions and wanted the best end results for participants in the program.  Often 
times, the sole objective may not focus on the needs of international graduate students from their 
perspective.  Once university stakeholders conducted a comprehensive needs assessment of the 
international graduate community, they utilized the results from the questionnaire to further 
develop, refine and implement the webinar program.  This conceptual framework served as the 
structural foundation in making critical decisions, ensuring that university stakeholder are 
satisfying the physiological, psychological and other needs of international graduate students in 
alignment with the goals and purposes of the pre-orientation program.  According to Russ-Eft & 
Preskill (2009), there are six steps in creating a needs assessment: (1) formulate the questions; 
(2) review previous data sources; (3) collect new data; (4) analyze data; (5) report findings; and 
(6) utilize the findings.  The information from the findings may be able to bridge identified 
expectation gaps between the university and international graduate students by identifying new 
and future program design.    
Site and Population 
 The population of this study was newly, matriculated international graduate students 
consisting of master’s and doctoral students in the fall quarter of academic year 2016 – 2017 at a 
private research institution in an urban area, located in the southeast part of the United States.  
This is a private co-educational institution founded in 1891, which abounds with a variety of 
cultural activities, museums, musical and theatrical centers.  This particular educational 
institution accepted and enrolled approximately 455 new international graduate students in the 
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fall quarter of academic year 2016-2017.  All new and incoming international students who were 
accepted and matriculated at this private university received an official electronic mail invitation 
to attend the IGSA webinar on Thursday, August 4 and Friday, August 12, 2016, respectively.  
While participation was not mandatory, international graduate students were strongly encouraged 
to attend if they were never been exposed to the western lifestyle and/or the American 
educational system.  At the conclusion of the webinar, a Likert-type scale survey instrument 
including summative questions was sent to participants to evaluate the effectiveness of the 
program.  Another web-based survey was administered two weeks after the conclusion of the 
university-wide orientation to gain further insights of the strategies and techniques international 
graduate students use in their new environment.  Furthermore, after students had successfully 
gone through the campus-wide orientation, a group of eleven participants from different 
countries were chosen to participate in a focus group interview.  According to Merriam (2009), 
the sampling size in a focus group interview should range from six to ten participants and there is 
no exact number of people to include in a focus group.   In order to acquire a “holistic view of 
the study,” participants in focus groups were freely to discuss about the transitional difficulties or 
to achieve depth in qualitative research (Creswell, 2009, p. 206).  Figure 3 shows how the sample 
for the research study was stratified. 
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Figure 3: Composition of Participants 
 
 
 In August of 2016, a professional staff member from the Graduate College ran a data 
report of all new and incoming international graduate students who were accepted and 
matriculated to the University.  In collaboration with the International Graduate Student 
•Participants who were offered an admission at 
the University
Newly, matriculated 
international 
students at the 
master’s and 
doctoral level
•Those who successfully completed the pre-
orientation program were invited to participate 
in the program survey. It consisted of Likert-
type scale and summative questionnaires about 
the effectiveness of the program on pre-arrival 
materials.  The feedback from the survey was 
used to improve the overall content of the 
program. 
Pre-Orientation 
Program (IGSA 
Webinar)
•International  graduate students were invited 
to take part in the Acculturation Survey one 
week after the conclusion of the universtiy-
wide orientation in regards to the coping 
mechanism. 
•In addition, a total of eleven international 
graduate students who successfully completed 
the university-wide orientation programs were 
invited to participate in a focus group 
interview.
The University-Wide 
Orientation
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Association (IGSA), the researcher invited new students via e-mail to participate in the pre-
orientation program which was conducted through an online platform.  Due to the time 
differences, this webinar was conducted twice during the first and second week of August to 
accommodate participants from different parts of the world.  The session was conducted using a 
web-based communication called Zoom.  One session was conducted at eight o’clock in the 
morning Eastern Time while the other session was at eleven o’clock in the morning Eastern 
Time.  These sessions were held in a secured, state of the art conference room with the latest 
technological equipment.  Only participants who attended the pre-orientation were eligible to 
participate in the program survey.  The researcher participated in the pre-orientation program as 
an observer during the two sessions.  Through the power of observation, the researcher was able 
to develop rapport with the international community and immersing in the data to comprehend 
the transitional difficulties of international graduate students.   For the two web-based surveys, 
students in the study remained anonymous and their responses in the questionnaire remained 
confidential.  
 Prior to conducting the research, there were three approval stages: (1) since the pre-
orientation program was led by a student organization at this private institution, approval was 
needed from the faculty adviser of IGSA; (2) the Dean of the Graduate College served as the 
faculty adviser for all the organizations under the umbrella of Graduate Student Association 
(GSA).  Since IGSA was under the umbrella of GSA, approval was also needed from the Dean 
of Graduate College; and (3) a written proposal was submitted and approved by the Institutional 
Research Board (IRB) to conduct the research.  Since all the proper stakeholders were informed 
about this project, there were no external barriers.  After IRB approved this research project, an 
e-mail invitation was sent out to participants who attended the pre-orientation webinar and the 
university-wide orientation program.  As for the focus group interview, participants were 
required to sign a paper consent form which can be found in the Appendix section of this paper. 
Research Methods 
 According to Creswell (2009), a case study approach provides a comprehensive scope of 
a complex situation or proliferates our understanding of the subject matter based on previous 
research.  Many scholars, researchers and practitioners from various disciplines have used the 
case study approach to supply a detailed contextual analysis of the topic.  Case studies permit a 
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researcher to investigate a topic in depth.  In the field of social sciences, for instance, many 
researchers use a mixed method case study to examine real-life issues and problems.  In this 
instance, data were gathered from various sources including interviews, observations and 
surveys.   
 Qualitative and quantitative data were collected from eligible participants in three 
different stages: (a) acquired feedback about the effectiveness of the pre-orientation program by 
administering a post-reaction survey to participants who attended one of the two webinar 
sessions; (b) administered a second survey to eligible participants one week after the conclusion 
of the university-wide orientation program to gain further insights about the techniques and 
strategies that they used to cope in their new environment; and (c) conducted a focus group 
interview with eleven participants two weeks after the conclusion of the university-wide 
orientation programs.   
 According to Russ-Eft and Preskill (2009), a post reaction survey is generally used at the 
conclusion of an event such as an orientation program.  The goal of this research project was to 
acquire feedback from participants about the learning goals and objectives upon receiving the 
service.  At the completion of the pre-orientation program and the university-wide orientation 
program, a web-based questionnaire, along with the consent form, was sent to participants via e-
mail who attended the session.  The purpose of the two surveys was to acquire general feedback 
from participants about the program, to empower students by inquiring about the key issues 
affecting them at the site institution, to identify areas of potential improvement regarding 
acculturation at the university, and to obtain an understanding of the attitudes and behaviors in 
the target survey population.  In exchange, administrators utilized their suggestions for 
improvement of the program based on their expectations.  This approach adhered to the 
conceptual framework of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.   
 Creswell (2009) stated that the purpose of the in depth focus group interview is to 
provide a detailed perspective.  In this case, this research provided a deeper understanding about 
international graduate students and their rate of acculturation in the American culture and 
educational system.  This part of the study provided rich qualitative information and insight for 
further research in regard to the perceived transitional phase.  By understanding the depth of 
transitional experiences, the research experts suggested that how different perceptions, cultural 
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challenges and differences interfered with the acculturation process of students.  The results were 
used to better prepare for the new wave of international graduate students.  Table 3.1 provides a 
detailed justification to address the three research questions. 
Table 3.1: Research Questions Validity 
 
 
 
Research Question
•What were the academic, 
social, and cultural 
histories of international 
graduate students and how 
did an existing pre-
orientation program 
acknowledge, appreciate 
and address these 
histories?
•What strategies and 
techniques did 
international graduate 
students employ to cope in 
their new environment? 
•What policies and 
procedures did an 
educational institution 
employ to bridge the 
disconnects between 
student needs and 
institutional commitment? 
Data Collection
•Observation from webinar
•Webinar Survey (those 
who attended the pre-
orientation program)
• Two Surveys (those who 
attended the webinar and 
the universtiy-wide 
orientation)
• Focus Group Interview (a 
total of 11 participants)
• Focus Group Interview  (a 
total of 11 participants)
•Acculturation Survey 
Data Type
•Qualitative (Open-ended 
Questions)
•Quantitative
•Qualitative (Open-Ended 
Questions)
•Quantitative
•Qualitative (Open-Ended 
Questions)
•Quantitative
Data Analysis
• Summative Data
• Five-point Likert Scale
• Summative Data
• Transcribing and Coding
• Five-point Likert Scale 
(codebook)
• Transcribing and Coding
• Summative Data
• Five-point Likert Scale 
(codebook)
Research Methods
•During the webinar, the 
researcher acted as a 
participant observer where 
descriptive and reflective 
field notes were recorded. 
Creswell (2012) suggested 
that to learn about a 
phenomenon, the 
researcher had to engage 
at the data collection site. 
•While international 
graduate students came 
from different parts of the 
world, the acculturative 
experience brought them 
together as a collective 
group.  A focus group was 
used to collect shared 
understanding from 
international  graduate 
students as well as to get 
views from a specific 
population.
•A web-based questionnaire 
was an inexpensive way to 
reach out to international 
graduate students.  In the 
quantitative part of this 
survey, the researcher 
examined international 
graduate students' 
attitudes and perceptions 
about the process of 
acculturation immediately 
after the conclusion of the 
international orientation 
program with a cross-
sectional design survey.  As 
for the qualitative data, the 
researcher conducted a 
focus group to gain in 
depth insights about the 
process of acculturation.
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Data Collection  
 The data was collected in three different phases.  During the first phase, the participants 
were invited to take the online survey at the conclusion of the pre-orientation program in August 
of 2016.  This electronic survey took about fifteen to twenty minutes to complete.  The survey 
measured the effectiveness of the program, served as a need assessment and provided ongoing 
feedback for improving the program.  It also provided data that was useful in driving 
professional development in higher education.  The second phase occurred at the end of the 
university-wide orientation programs in mid-September of 2016.  All international graduate 
students who attended the different orientation programs along with the welcome back week 
activities were invited to take part of another web-based survey which took about seven to nine 
minutes to complete.  The survey and interview questions covered both Likert-type scale and 
open-ended questions ranging from demographic and general information, life in the United 
States, prior cultural experiences, cultural adaption, acculturative stress and other pertinent 
variables.  The survey measured their perceptions of acculturation in the United States.  The third 
phase occurred two weeks after the university-wide orientation programs.  A total of eleven 
random international graduate students who successfully completed the campus-wide orientation 
programs were invited to take part in a semi-structured focus group interview for about one hour.  
Observations were used for the sole purpose of research study and were not used for evaluation 
purposes.  To ensure confidentiality and privacy of our participants, respondents remained 
anonymous and were given a coded number during the focus group interview.  Participants were 
free to withdraw from the focus group interview at any time.  The data collection approach 
resulted in a comprehensive voice recording of the communication and offered the researcher 
access to the archived conversations.  
 The data was only to be reviewed, analyzed and classified by the data collector of this 
project.  The data collector used a double-entry protocol to reduce data-entry errors.  Systematic 
content analysis was used to analyze the qualitative data in this study.  According to Maryring 
(2000), the central idea of the process of analysis is to condense many words into fewer content 
categories.  This type of analysis was more than just word count but provided rich and 
meaningful messages from coding and categorizing the data.  Content analysis was used to 
deeply analyze and understand data in many disciplines.  In the case of this study, the data was 
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coded, arranged, and categorized based on the frequent occurrence of themes.  The results were 
compared to other forms of data collection such as interviews, observations and survey for the 
purpose of triangulation.   
 Once the results from the survey were refined, the participants who noted and 
experienced transitional difficulties were invited to participate in a focus group interview within 
a week for more details about the acculturation.  The session was conducted in a semi-structured 
setting at a secured conference room.  A total of eleven students participated in the focus group.  
According to Creswell (2011), “typically when cases are studies, a small number is used, such as 
4 to 10” for one-on-one interview (p. 174).  Due to the size of the focus group, this interview was 
only held once and no more than one hour during the session.  To ensure equal engagement and 
participation, this interview was kept in an intimate setting and needed to be “manageable” 
(Russ-Eft & Preskill, 2009, p. 314).  The selection ensured a good cross-sample of participants, 
representative of the graduate school.  The purpose of this session was to acquire feedback from 
respondents pertaining to the existing pre-orientation program and understand the perceived, 
transitional difficulties of international graduate students.  The overall timeline of the field 
research took about three months to complete from start to finish.  Table 3.2 presents a timeline 
of data collection. 
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Table 3.2: Timeline to Outreach to Participants and Conduct the Research in 2016
 
 
 To encourage participation, minor incentives were offered to students.  Light 
refreshments were served to those who participated in the focus group.  According to Maslow 
(1970), physiological needs like hunger, safety and belonging needs must be met before anyone 
can achieve higher-order thinking.  By satisfying the basic human drive, this provided them a 
surplus of energy and assisted them in focusing on the task during the interview.   
 In addition, the session was conducted in an informal setting.  An informal approach was 
one way to put nervous students at ease.  According to Collins and Dodsworth (2011), students 
can learn that an academic setting is not to be feared and that the environment has friendly, 
casual and approachable people.  An informal setting was a method to alleviate any fearful 
perceptions and anxieties.  When students were safe and comfortable in the environment, they 
were stimulated with new ideas and unveil unexpected information (Russ-Eft & Preskill, 2009).  
 
Timeline for Success
•August of 2016
Week 1: Outreached to newly matriculated international graduate students about the pre-orientation program (IGSA)
Week 2 and 3: Conducted the pre-orientation program twice in two different time zones (IGSA)
Week 4: Emailed participants the Webinar Survey (Researcher)
•September of 2016
Week 1: Reviewed, transcribed and categorized data (Researcher) 
Week 2: Conducted the universtiy-wide orientation program (the Graduate College)
Week 3: Emailed participants the Acculturation Survey (Researcher)
Week 4: Reviewed, transcribed and categorized data (Researcher)
October of 2016
•Week 1: A total of 11 international graduate participants were selected to participate in a focus group interview (Researcher)
•Week 2: Reviewed, transcribed and categorized data (Researcher)
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Ethical Considerations 
 To protect the privacy and confidentiality of participants in the study, it was important to 
minimize the potential risk that participants may experience from a qualitative study like on site 
interviews and surveys; therefore, three ethical principles were considered in the study: (1) 
respect for participants by asking them for their consent, explain the aim of the research and 
respect their privacy by keeping their information confidential, removing their names and 
replacing them with a number; (2) evaluate the study by weighing the benefits of research 
compared to risks to the individual; (3) determine the equity for participation by partaking in the 
research.  By evaluating these three key points, the researcher had a better representation of what 
risks are worth taking for the purpose of the research.  
 To acquire approval from the campus institutional review board, the researcher 
summarized the procedures in the research and supplied evidence that the research procedures 
offered certain protections to participants.  Next, the researcher had to determine what 
information is needed to start the data collection.  After carefully reflecting upon the criteria 
about the research study, the researcher considered the risk factors that participants may 
experience in the study.  Some examples were physical, emotional, social, psychological, 
economic and legal aspects.  During the research study, the researcher did not experience these 
issues.  For example, if a participant did not have a positive experience during the transitional 
period, one might regress to an earlier state with mixture of emotions.  No such incident occurred 
during the onsite interview or the student would have recommended for free counseling services.  
Since this study was voluntary, the participants had the right to withdraw from the interview or 
study at any point.  
 The study was strictly designed to seek opinions and understand the experiences of 
international graduate students at this private institution in southeastern Pennsylvania.  Some 
participants decided to disclose their personal information; however, it was excluded and did not 
provide further insights about the study.  In addition, the targeted population did not include 
children, mentally incompetent individuals, victims or persons with neurological impairments in 
the study.  Finally, this study did not involve medical experiments.  In that regards, this study 
was not classified as high-risk. This definitely reduced a level of potential risks.  
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 To protect the interests of the university and participants, everyone who was part of the 
study was required to fill out an informed consent form.  In the agreement form, it included the 
following information: title of the study, purpose of the research, right to withdraw without 
affecting the relationship with the university, highlight the procedures in collecting the data, right 
to ask questions, express their concerns and remain anonymous, the minimal risks involved in 
this project and the benefits of this study.  All participants who took part of the study were 
required to sign the form.  
 As for potential ethical issues, some students were reluctant to fully disclose their true 
feelings about the subject matter knowing that the researcher is an employee at the university.  It 
was very important to inform participants beforehand that by participating in this project it will 
not affect their relationship with the university.  By fostering an open communication and 
establishing a comfortable environment, students were able to achieve and operate at their fullest 
potential.  
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Chapter 4: Findings, Results, and Interpretations 
 This chapter aims to explore the perceived transitional difficulties of international 
graduate students as a result of participating in the IGSA webinar program and the different 
university-wide orientation programs at a comprehensive university located in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania.  
 As newly admitted international graduate students, they were bound to have 
questions.  Prior to the start of the new academic year, the International Graduate Student 
Association (IGSA) held a pre-orientation program known as the webinar to address general 
queries that they had and provided them with information about campus resources, visa 
requirements, housing options, health insurance plans, cooperative education opportunities, 
academic programs and services.  By the time they arrived on campus in the fall term, they were 
more familiar with the academic, social and cultural resources at the site university.   
 In addition, new and incoming international graduate students learned more about the site 
university at the IGSA webinar program.  The webinar was an opportunity for them to learn how 
to navigate around campus and introduce them to the site university’s community.  During the 
webinar, they began to build a network of short-term resources and assist them with their 
graduate journey on the right path.  Furthermore, they had an opportunity to ask questions from 
their fellow students, faculty and professional staff during a panel discussion.  By attending the 
webinar, the participants received a warm welcome from the new president of IGSA, a general 
overview of pre-arrival presentation from the faculty adviser of IGSA, a panel discussion 
comprised of current international graduate students, faculty and professional staff members, and 
a quality Q & A session to find the answers to their questions.  
 The IGSA webinar at the site university was truly a unique program for incoming 
international graduate students for various reasons.  First, the webinar was directed by a 
recognized, student government organization comprised of current master’s and doctoral 
students from different academic disciplines.  The content of the webinar was created by current 
graduate students and specifically designed for new international graduate students.  Second, the 
site university did not have an official university-wide pre-arrival orientation program in 
existence for incoming international graduate students.  Third, the organization in conjunction 
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with members of PRAGATHI provided ongoing peer-to-peer support using a cross-platform, 
instant messaging tool such as WhatsApp to communicate with incoming international graduate 
students.  Fourth, the members of IGSA met and greeted students at the Philadelphia 
International Airport.  Finally, the organization provided ongoing academic, social and cultural 
support throughout their graduate study here at the site university.  While many American 
universities and colleges offered an official orientation program for international graduate 
students, most of them did not have an official pre-orientation program by providing them with 
extensive peer-to-peer support.  In that regards, the IGSA webinar program was one of the most 
important initiatives at the University to increase and retain international graduate students. 
 For the academic year 2016 – 2017 at the site university, IGSA held two separate webinar 
sessions for all matriculated, incoming international graduate students.  An email invitation along 
with the participation link was sent out to respondents in July of 2016 and a reminder email was 
sent out to respondents the day before the actual event.  The first webinar occurred on Thursday, 
August 4, 2016 and the second session occurred on Friday, August 12, 2016, respectively.  Each 
session was recorded by a professional team from the Office of Information Resource and 
Technology at the University.  In the event that students were unable to attend one of the two 
sessions, they were given a private link to the two webinar videos in a subsequent email.   
 The webinar sessions were conducted using a premium, video and web conferencing 
service offered at the site university.  There were a total of 133 participants at its peak time 
during the first session and there were a total of 31 participants at its peak time during the second 
session.  The pre-orientation program was not a mandatory affair, and the participants were able 
to enter and exit the session at any time.  After the conclusion of both webinar sessions, a survey 
was sent out to participants to acquire their feedback and evaluate the effectiveness of the IGSA 
webinar sessions whether it meets the purpose and identify areas of improvement.   
 In addition, a second survey was administered to international graduate students after 
they arrived on campus and participated in the various university-wide orientation programs at 
the site university.  One of the main events was the general Graduate Student Orientation.  It was 
conducted on Monday, September 12, 2016 for both domestic and international students enrolled 
in the quarter programs.  Although orientation was hosted on one particular day, the site 
university offered an array of academic, social and cultural activities throughout the week of 
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orientation.  It was referred to as the ‘Welcome Week.’  There were a plethora of social 
networking events, sightseeing city tours, back to school shopping trips and many educational 
and cultural workshops.  At the conclusion of Welcome Week, a survey was administered to 
international graduate students for their feedback.  The purpose of this survey was to determine if 
the overall content and information from the campus-wide orientation programs are beneficial 
and applicable to the international graduate population.   
 Finally, a total of eleven participants were asked to partake in a focus group interview 
during the third week of the fall term in 2016.  The purpose of the focus group interview was to 
acquire deeper insights about their perceived transitional difficulties in America as well as at the 
University.  Transitional questions were directed to respondents in a semi-structured group 
setting where they were freely to discuss their answers.  Findings of this study are presented 
below through the analysis of the two surveys (the IGSA webinar program and acculturation) 
and one focus group interview. 
Findings 
Surveys 
 The surveys were adapted with approval from creators and intended to determine the 
academic, social and cultural outlets that many international graduate students encounter and 
whether the IGSA webinar program, the university-wide orientation programs and the array of 
activities from Welcome Week support them in overcoming the perceived transitional 
difficulties.   
1. The Webinar Survey 
 The survey was divided into two sections.  The first section consisted of a demographic 
section and a series of Likert-type scale questions.  The participants were asked to rate the 
webinar program on a five-point Likert-type scale based on their experience.  The second section 
comprised of open-ended questions where participants recorded their written responses.   
1.1. Likert-Type Scale Questions 
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 There were two main objectives with the Likert-type scale questions.  The first objective 
was to measure the attitude of respondents by asking them a series of questions about the IGSA 
webinar program.  The second objective was to provide the researcher with an overall impression 
about the program using a pre-determined set of variables.  The results were summarized using 
average and percentage to interpret the data.  
a. Student Demographics 
 There were a total of 92 respondents who participated in the webinar survey.  They 
represented a diverse group in terms of age, country of origin and marital status.  Some 
respondents did not answer every question in the survey.   
The concept of American Dream had different meanings to different participants.  For 
international graduate students, the ability to acquire an advanced degree was essential to them.  
The respondents discovered many top universities and colleges in the United States, but 
international graduate students gravitated to an institution with educational and research 
opportunities.  While many graduate degree programs were highly structured with specific 
graduation requirements, numerous international students desired a high degree of course 
variances to satisfy the requirements for graduation.  It was also very likely that they see 
America as a melting pot where they could envision themselves residing in a second home 
country.  
According to survey results, the respondents were represented in 17 different countries 
and majority of our participants were from China and India.  They were pre-dominantly males.  
A typical graduate student was an average of 25 years of age.  Many respondents directly applied 
to a graduate degree program soon after college.  Some respondents were above the standard 
deviation in age while a few participants were married with a partner and/or children.  Although 
the married population was relatively less compared to the rest of the respondents, the data 
suggested that it is important for American universities and colleges to provide ongoing support 
to this group of population.  Table 4.1 summarizes the survey respondent demographics from the 
IGSA webinar program.  
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Table 4.1 – Survey Respondent Demographics from the IGSA Webinar Program 
Survey Respondent Demographics 
Category Items Count Percentage 
 
Gender 
(n = 92) 
 
Male 56 60.9% 
Female 36  39.1% 
Age in Years 
(n = 92) 
 
21 - 23 37 40.1% 
24 - 26 34 37.0% 
27 - 29 15 16.3% 
30 – 33 3 3.3% 
34 - 43 3 3.3% 
Marital Status 
(n = 92) 
Single 82 89.1% 
Married 9 9.9% 
Divorced 1 1.0% 
Race/Ethnicity 
(n = 92) 
Asian 37 40.1% 
Hispanic/Latino 1 1.0% 
Indian 39 42.4% 
White/Caucasian 12 13.1% 
Other/Prefer Not to Say 3 3.3% 
Country of Origin 
(n = 92) 
Bangladesh 2 - 
Brazil 1 - 
Canada 1 - 
China 26 - 
Egypt 1 - 
Germany 1 - 
Honduras 1 - 
India 43 - 
Iran 5 - 
Italy 1 - 
Philippines 1 - 
Russia 1 - 
Saudi Arabia 1 - 
Taiwan 1 - 
Turkey 4 - 
United Kingdom 1 - 
Vietnam 1 - 
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b. Attendance  
 International graduate students in this study came from different parts of the world.  As a 
result, the IGSA webinar program was conducted virtually on two separate occasions in different 
time zones.  In addition, many participants viewed the recordings.  It is also important to note 
that the IGSA webinar program was not a mandatory event.  Some participants had the flexibility 
to join and depart from the webinar program at any time.  According to survey results, many 
respondents were not able to attend both live sessions.  Majority of the participants in this study 
viewed one of the two recordings.  Table 4.2 summarizes the attendance of respondents from the 
IGSA webinar program. 
Table 4.2 – Attendance of Respondents from the IGSA Webinar Program 
Attendance of Respondents 
Category Items Count Percentage 
 
The IGSA Webinar 
Program 
(n=92) 
Thursday, August 4, 2016 26 28.3% 
Friday, August 12, 2016 14 15.2% 
Viewed the Recording 52 56.5% 
 
c. Methods of Communication 
 Electronic mail was the primary method of contact with incoming international graduate 
students.  Although the site university offered a matriculation to approximately 455 international 
graduate students, some respondents deferred or withdrew their admission for various reasons.  
According to survey results, 79 respondents learned about the webinar sessions through an 
invitation e-mail, 11 respondents found out about the webinar sessions through word of mouth 
and 2 respondents learned about the webinar sessions through an archived post from the IGSA 
website.  While Facebook was a choice of selection in the survey, the event was not advertised 
on any social media website.  Through the usage of social media, the IGSA Facebook page may 
be a medium to reach an array of audience.  It could potentially target more audience with the 
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proper combination from social media and word of mouth to achieve the best mix of direct 
exposure with our incoming international graduate students.  
d. Purpose of the Webinar Program 
 The IGSA webinar program was designed for international graduate students coming 
outside of the United States and to prepare them for the transition to the University.  The overall 
presentation entailed information on traveling to the United States, living in America and 
discovering the university-wide support services.  Different participants attended the webinar 
program for various reasons.  The central reasons were highlighted in the order of importance:  
(1) to learn more about the academic, social and cultural activities at the site university; (2) to 
gather information about life in the United States; (3) to acquire more information about health 
insurance plans and immunizations; (4) to find out the available resources on campus and in the 
surrounding areas of Philadelphia; and (5) to clarify on immigration and visa related issues as 
well as other uncertainties during the pre-departure process.  
e. Overall Experience of the Webinar Program 
 According to survey results, the respondents were asked to rate the items on a five-point 
Likert-type scale about their overall experience of the webinar program.  The choices ranged 
from very satisfied, somewhat satisfied, neutral, somewhat unsatisfied and very unsatisfied.  
Overall, international graduate students (n = 88) were generally satisfied with the content 
presented in the webinar program.  42 respondents (47.7%) were very satisfied, 40 respondents 
(45.5%) were somewhat satisfied, 4 respondents (4.4%) were neutral, 1 respondent (1.0%) was 
somewhat unsatisfied, and 1 respondent (1.0%) was very unsatisfied with the webinar program.   
f. Recommend the Webinar Program to Upcoming International Graduate Students 
 A total of 88 participants responded to this question.  As a result of attending the webinar 
program, about 89.8% (n = 79) of participants would recommend the webinar session to 
upcoming international graduate students.  Out of the 79 participants, 68.2% (n = 60) of 
participants would strongly recommend it and 21.6% (n = 19) of participants would somewhat 
recommend it.  On the other hand, 9.1% (n = 8) of respondents may or may not recommend it, 
and 1.0% (n = 1) of respondent strongly would not recommend it.  
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g. Overall Impression about the University  
 The respondents developed either a positive, negative or neutral perception about the 
University after participating in the webinar program.  First impressions really did matter the 
most, as it had a predictable impact and perception about the site university.  For the most part, 
the impression about the site university was generally positive.  69.3% (n = 61) of participants 
felt positively about the site university, 28.4% (n = 25) of participants were not able to develop 
an impression, and 2.3% (n = 2) of participants developed a negative impression about the 
University.  As a result of attending the webinar program, many respondents expressed interests 
of helping out in a future webinar.  67.1% (n = 59) of participants would provide assistance at a 
future webinar while 28.4% (n = 25) of participants were not completely certain just yet.  
h. More Relevant Topics 
 The duration of each webinar session was about 90 minutes long.  Many respondents 
preferred additional topics to be covered during the webinar program.  The first-half of the 
session was conducted by the faculty adviser of IGSA.  The faculty member provided a general 
overview on pre-arrival materials for the first 30 minutes.  The second part of the presentation 
was the Q&A session for approximately 60 minutes.  The Q&A session comprised of current 
graduate students from different academic disciplines, one faculty and two professional staff 
members where respondents freely presented their queries.  One of the professional staff 
members was from the Office of Health Insurance and Immunizations while the second staff 
member was from the Office of International Students and Scholar Services.  IGSA covered a 
range of topics, but the participants desired for more discussions in the following areas by the 
order of importance: (1) career/professional development topics such as co-op opportunities; (2) 
academic events; (3) social events; (4) cultural outlets at the site university and in its surrounding 
areas; and (5) sporting events.  
i. Results of the Webinar Content and Format 
 The respondents were asked to rate a total of seven items about the webinar content.  
These items were placed on a number scale system ranging from 0 to 100.  In this scenario, 0 
means not very helpful whereas 100 means very helpful.  For the most part, many respondents 
found the webinar to be somewhat helpful and met their overall expectations.  As a result of 
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attending the webinar program, many respondents had slightly increased their knowledge of 
American lifestyle and culture as well as their overall academic expectations of the graduate 
degree program.  Table 4.3 summaries the results of the webinar content.  The items are ranked 
according from the highest to the lowest percentage. 
Table 4.3 – Results of the Webinar Content 
Category Items Percentage 
(average) 
 
 
 
 
 
Respondents were 
asked to indicate the 
level of agreement 
for the following 
questions 
(n = 92) 
The webinar provided me with useful 
information 
79.9%  
I was satisfied with the overall content of 
the webinar 
79.1% 
The information provided during the 
webinar met my expectations 
78.8% 
I have a better general understanding of the 
academic expectations of my graduate 
degree program 
72.7% 
The webinar provided me with information 
about campus activities 
71.5% 
The webinar provided me with information 
about student social activities 
68.53% 
My participation in the webinar has 
increased my knowledge of American 
lifestyle and culture 
62.9% 
 
 In addition, the participants were asked to rate the format of the webinar on the following 
items: (1) appropriate use of technology, (2) duration of the program, (3) preparation of the 
webinar, and (4) helpfulness of the panelists.  Again, the respondents were asked to rate the 
items using a number scale system from 0 to 100 where 0 means not very satisfied and 100 
means very satisfied.  According to survey results, the respondents found that the technology 
from the webinar to be satisfactory and the duration of the webinar to be creditable.  The 
participants requested additional topics during the webinar.  Table 4.4 summaries the results of 
the webinar format.  The items are ranked according from the highest to the lowest percentage. 
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Table 4.4 – Results of the Webinar Format 
 
 
1.2. Summative Evaluation 
 The second part of the survey consisted of summative questions.  These questions 
provided a greater point scale value compared to the Likert-type scale questions.  The 
respondents were asked to articulate their answers differ from a pre-determined set of variables.  
The additional details provided greater insights about the pre-arrival experience of international 
graduate students but also yielded more accurate data to the researcher through this medium.    
j. Expectations Met 
 Expectations were important to measure.  The results from the summative data provided 
greater insights whether participants’ expectations are met or not met the actual experience after 
attending or watching one of the webinar sessions.  By understanding the expectations of 
international graduate students, the results could improve the future webinar program.  
 According to survey results, majority of respondents were generally satisfied with the 
pre-arrival content from the webinar.  In particular, many participants received creditable 
answers to their queries about health insurance plans and immunizations at the site university.  
For instance, one individual claimed that,  
 “My expectations were met as the topics of concern that I had, they were covered properly ranging from 
 immunization form related queries to insurance plans…that would help an incoming international student 
 to transition from the point of view of education as well as dealing with the cultural shock.”  
Category Items Percentage 
(average) 
 
Respondents were 
asked to indicate the 
level of satisfaction 
for the following 
questions 
(n = 92) 
 
Commitment to Helping You Transition to 
Your New Academic Environment 
 
82.7% 
 
Quality of Webinar 
 
81.8% 
 
Timeliness of Webinar 
 
79.3% 
 
Amount of Information Received  
 
77.3% 
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 For full-time domestic and international graduate students, they had to conform to the 
immunization policy at the University.  If they did not fulfill with this immunization requirement 
by an established deadline, an institutional hold was placed on their academic record.  A few 
respondents stated that some vaccines were not available in their home country, but the 
university offered an immunization clinic at the site during welcome week where international 
graduate students could take advantage of such a service for a fee.   
 As for the requirements of health insurance, all full-time graduate students had two 
options.  They were required to demonstrate proof of health insurance coverage for the entire 
year or enroll at the University’s health care plan at the beginning of each academic year.  Many 
international graduate students expressed concerns about the basic requirements of an alternative 
health insurance.  External health insurance plans that do not meet the university’s minimum 
requirements were not accepted.  During the pre-arrival process, many respondents were not 
familiar with the American healthcare system and the available health care options.  For 
example, one respondent recommended that,  
 “It would be helpful if the university had a list of pre-approved alternative plans posted on the website.” 
 In addition, many participants were generally satisfied with the pre-arrival presentation.  
The slideshow provided respondents with information about campus housing, living 
arrangements, and the academic, social and cultural outlets at the site institution.  On the other 
hand, there were mixed reviews from some respondents.  A few participants found the webinar 
program to be helpful for new and incoming international graduate students but it was not as 
valuable for individuals with prior American culture.  For instance, some respondents had 
already lived in the United States for an extensive period and/or received an undergraduate 
degree from a previous American institution.  One student stated that, 
 “…I went to undergraduate in the [U]nited [S]tates so there weren’t [that] many surprises.” 
 For the advanced respondents, they preferred a more in-depth webinar program, a session 
separated by class level such as master’s and doctoral students and desired for more program-
specific contents.  In other instances, some international graduate students expressed concerns 
about language barriers.  For example, one Chinese student stated that the speakers conversed 
too fast for her to comprehend.  The individual commented that, 
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 “…the [speakers] spoke a bit fast so that I cannot follow sometimes.  Perhaps my listening comprehension 
 is a bit poor.”  
For some international graduate students, the webinar program was the initial platform 
for non-native English speakers to experience the American language in an online setting.  It was 
important for both parties to converse slowly in a virtual environment.  For non-native English 
speakers, both webinar sessions were recorded so that participants may review the videos at a 
later time.   
 In addition, many respondents desired the length of the program to be condensed and 
preferred more relevant topics associated to their transitional phase.  Some participants requested 
for a pre-arrival guide along with the frequently asked questions from both webinar sessions and 
publicize the information on the IGSA website.  The participants also wanted an opportunity to 
present their questions prior to the start of the webinar program.  In particular, the respondents 
preferred a list of approved vendors from the University.  They desired for additional pre-arrival 
resources on commercial banks, campus housing options, telecommunication companies, 
affordable healthcare options, retail food markets, and dining facilities.    
k. Helpful Webinar Resources in Transitioning Respondents to Graduate Study 
 The webinar program was divided into two main segments.  The first segment was a 
general presentation on pre-arrival materials whereas the second segment was a panel discussion 
with the participants.  The respondents were generally satisfied with the pre-arrival materials 
with recommendations.  They particularly liked the live communication with university officials 
and current graduate students at the University.  One student cited that, 
 “…questions were answered by the respected officials during the panel discussion.” 
On the other hand, some respondents wanted more representation of people from 
different academic disciplines particularly individuals in the field of arts and humanities and 
social sciences.  Even though the panelists comprised of individuals from different countries, the 
respondents preferred people from different academic majors. 
 Furthermore, the written responses indicated that many respondents favored a live 
interaction between students and faculty members.  In their home countries, for instance, 
students treated their professors with the highest reverence.  Professors were mainly considered 
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prominent figures and often were regarded as the infrastructure of an educational institution.  
Consider the example that while professional staff members run the university, many faculty 
members conduct the learning inside and outside of the classrooms.  In the presence of faculty at 
the webinar program, it emanated a strong sense of community with international graduate 
students.  In this scenario, faculty mentors played a critical role with international graduate 
students.  Although the style of advising varied for each academic discipline or college/school, 
the fundamentals applied throughout graduate education.   
 In addition to faculty advising, peer mentoring played a significant role with incoming 
international graduate students in transitioning to graduate school.  Often times, many 
international graduate students referred their peers as seniors and teachers.  For instance, one 
student stated that, 
  “I prefer live communication with those teachers.”   
Many international graduate students articulated the desire for a buddy system in the 
same academic discipline while other participants had already cultivated a relationship with 
knowledgeable individuals from the University.  With the help from an adept person, the 
transitional challenges were less challenging for them.  The ongoing transitional support from the 
current members of PRAGATHI greatly reduced a level of acculturative stress and enhanced 
confidence among participants.   
l. Increased knowledgeable about American Lifestyle and Culture 
 Overcoming cultural differences opened up a revelation of new and exciting experiences 
for many participants.  For international graduate students, learning about the American culture 
enhanced their understanding of cultural diversity in the United States.  The objectives of the 
webinar program were to prepare incoming graduate students about the educational system at the 
University and to give participants a basic overview about the American lifestyle and culture 
prior to arriving in the United States.  
 Although many respondents found the webinar to be satisfactory, attention was mainly 
emphasized on individual queries related to the pre-arrival process rather than the American 
lifestyle and culture.  Many participants indicated that other than the sporting events and dining 
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facilities highlighted in the slideshow, the webinar program did not present any specific 
information on the American culture.  For example, one respondent stated that, 
 “It mainly addressed the important aspects needed before coming to the university, which I believe was the 
 purpose of the webinar.” 
While the participant understood that the objective of the webinar was to address specific 
queries about the pre-arrival process, other respondents requested additional webinar sessions on 
transitional issues like cultural shock as well as cultural differences.  One participant indicated 
that, 
 “The webinar didn’t cover much of American lifestyle.  There can be a different session to help 
 overcome the cultural shock that many of the students may face after arriving.” 
 When people were out of their accustomed elements, it was very common for them to 
experience cultural shock to a certain degree.  Consider, for instance, the life of American 
campus could be very exhilarating and daunting at the same time for some respondents.  On one 
hand, it may be thrilling for international graduate students to meet new people and learn about 
the culture at the site university.  On the other hand, an unfamiliar atmosphere may lead to edgy 
feelings where cultural shock may be more severe as a result.  The participants suggested a pre-
arrival guide with helpful links and resources to increase cultural awareness in America.  For 
instance, one participant stated that, 
  “The webinar could be more useful if it can provide specific links about transportation and 
 convenient services (restaurants, grocery shops, libraries, etc.).”  
 Again, the participants requested a survival guide from the University on cultural outlets 
such as museums, performance venues and art galleries or exhibits in the greater Philadelphia.  
This booklet may serve as a bridge for incoming international graduate students to connect with 
the cultural richness of a metropolitan city and enhance their graduate experience at the 
University.   
m. Increased General Understanding about the Academic Expectations  
The educational system where international graduate students came from varies around 
the world.  While some practices were appropriate in some countries and cultures, they were not 
permissible in other places.  For international graduate students, it was important for them to 
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understand the academic expectations such as academic integrity and student conduct at the 
University.   
In the PowerPoint presentation from the IGSA webinar program, the participants were 
given a general expectation about their graduate degree.  International graduate students were 
required to consult with their academic adviser about courses and degree requirements prior to 
arriving on campus.  For international graduate students, they had to maintain a full-time status 
by registering for nine credit-hours each term at the University.  As mandated by the U.S. 
immigration laws and regulations, all international graduate students had to abide by this 
registration rule.  As for the graduation requirements, academic expectation varied for each 
graduate degree program.  There was insufficient information on degree requirements for each 
academic program.  Consequently, many participants requested greater details on the overall 
academic expectations.  For instance, one participant said that,  
 “This webinar was more about the general process of pre and post departure checklists. Nothing specific 
 to my [academic] program was discussed.”  
 In another instance, one respondent added that, 
 “…I also wish in the future, different academ[ic units] can have their own specific webinar so that we can 
 know more teachers from our own [academic department].” 
 For the most part, many respondents had already been in correspondence with their 
program academic advisers prior to arriving on campus.  As a result, they developed a better 
understanding about their academic expectations through early interaction with the program 
academic adviser, and the webinar program was another platform for them to learn about their 
academic expectations. 
In addition, some respondents desired more academic details on plagiarism and academic 
integrity but not during the webinar program.  Rather, many participants wanted specific topics 
to be addressed in another webinar session or at the departmental orientation.  Often, the 
academic practices and social norms were different from their home country.  Most international 
graduate students were unaware of the American educational system; hence, they did not view 
plagiarism in a similar manner as domestic students.  
Since many international graduate students outreached to their program academic 
advisers before arriving on campus, academic advisers were used as a leverage to help and 
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educate all new graduate students about the university’s standard and the concept of academic 
integrity.  Some program academic advisers disseminated information and resources on this topic 
during the individual advising session whether it was through a phone call, email or instant 
messaging.  In addition, many program academic advisers distributed and provided a link to the 
current university’s handbook to all the incoming international graduate students.  
n. Increased Understanding about Campus Activities and Social outlets 
Campus engagement and social outlets were essential components of student life.  These 
types of activities were a great platform for both domestic and international graduate students to 
engage with one another outside of the classroom and develop interpersonal and intrapersonal 
skills that connect with their academic, co-op and professional experiences.  
 Topics on campus activities and social outlets received mostly mixed reviews from the 
participants.  Many respondents wanted more information from student organizations such as 
GSA, IGSA and PRAGATHI.  For instance, one participant said that,  
“…Very few things about campus activities and social events were discussed.” 
Based on the general consensus from the respondents, the information about campus life 
was very broad.  It only gave the participants a rudimentary idea of what to expect upon arriving 
at the University.  On the contrary, some respondents were content with the general overview of 
campus life.  One participant wrote that, 
“As an international student, I’ve never been to the [site] university.  The introduction about campus life 
show[ed] me a lot of activities at school. And the questions from other incoming students encouraged me to 
be part of campus life.”   
Campus activities and social events organized by student organizations offered 
opportunities for international graduate students to interact in a natural environment.  These 
social events provided a social outlet and an opportunity to expand and enrich their cultural 
exposure.   
Furthermore, some participants conducted their own personal research about campus 
activities by utilizing external resources like a video forum to collect information about the 
various social activities and cultural outlets at the University.  For other international graduate 
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students, they attended the webinar to confirm their perception of what they learned from these 
external resources.  For instance, one student claimed that, 
“Well[,] I came to know about [a] lot more than just YouTube videos.” 
Some international graduate students expressed concerns in making American friends and 
wanted different avenues in seeking them.  By familiarizing and immersing themselves with 
different campus activities, the hope was to ease a degree of loneliness in the new environment.   
o. How Do Participants Feel about the Overall Quality of the Webinar Program?  
Although a similar question was presented in part one of the survey, the respondents were 
asked to address the question in further details.  Many participants found the webinar program to 
be helpful and interesting while others wanted to reduce the length of the program.  For many 
participants, the webinar was a new experience for them.  For instance, one participant wrote 
that, 
 “…it was good and interesting for me because I have never attended an online program.” 
In this instance, the webinar program served as a bridge to connect with international 
graduate students prior to their arrival on campus.   In addition, the interactive webinar program 
allowed university officials to know the target audience, their needs and their greatest challenges 
during the transitional period.  As a result, the webinar program had created a general awareness 
and some exposure about the University.    
Furthermore, other respondents wanted to have a separate webinar divided by master’s 
and doctoral students.  One student suggested that, 
 “It would have been better if [the webinar] would have been for a specific group like MS  students together 
 and Ph.D. students separately so that topics related to the particular group could be discussed more 
 clearly…” 
 Both master’s and doctorate degrees are in a specialized field.  The intention of pursuing 
a graduate degree varied for each participant with regard to one’s interests, motivation and career 
goals.  For respondents who desired for specific content information on academic expectations, 
they wanted the individual departments to host a program-specific orientation after the IGSA 
webinar program.  The participants also wanted to assess whether the content specific program 
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complements what was being covered in the general IGSA webinar program.  By establishing a 
webinar series, the participants may receive a comprehensive scope of their academic, cultural 
and social understanding during the pre-arrival process.    
p. What are some things that should not change during the webinar program? 
As part of the overall mission for IGSA, the organizational members of IGSA strived to 
provide the highest quality of services and programs to current and new incoming international 
graduate students at the University.  The feedback from participants supplied reflective details on 
international graduate students and provided them with an opportunity to voice their opinion in 
the community. 
Overall, the participants preferred a live communication with university officials (faculty 
and professional staff members) and current students from various academic disciplines in a 
panel discussion.  Many participants were satisfied with the content knowledge from panelists 
and the answers received on specific issues or topics, which further clarified their uncertainties.  
Also, the moderator received favorable reviews from the participants.  The moderator was not 
part of the panel discussion, but that person directed posing questions to specific panelists in the 
group.  For example, one respondent stated that, 
 “The ma[i]n host [spoke] clearly and he was easy to understand, [I] think it should not change in the 
 future webinar…” 
 The role of a moderator was to facilitate a lively discussion and encourage dynamic 
interaction between participants and the panelists.  In addition, the moderator ensured that the 
respondents can fully understand the panelists.  For some international graduate students, the 
webinar program was an initial experience for them to practice English with others in their 
second language.  Consider, for instance, the use of language was not just about syntax or 
terminology, but the ability to communicate with others effectively.  It was important for 
university officials and participants to provide a level of cultural sensitivity to international 
speakers, which may enhance their confidence about public speaking in the future.  The panelists 
were able to speak from their personal experience with the newcomers.  As a result, international 
graduate students relied on their fellow international students for academic and social support in 
a new country.  For instance, one student commented that,  
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 “Including current [international] graduate students to take part in [t]he webinar definitely boosts the 
 morale and confidence of new students.” 
On this basis, peer interaction was important in cultivating and fostering a welcoming 
climate for international graduate students through the webinar program.   
q. Suggestions and Improvements for the Upcoming Webinar Program 
For best practices in the future, constructive criticism from participants provided a 
learning opportunity to enhance the services from IGSA and amend the content in the upcoming 
webinar program.  The valuable feedback from respondents was documented, and the suggested 
recommendations will be used in the future IGSA webinar program. 
There were many constructive feedbacks about the webinar program.  Many respondents 
preferred university officials to gather the individual questions in advance, classify them by 
category, and address them during the Q&A session.  After the conclusion of the webinar 
program, the respondents repeatedly suggested that the frequently asked questions to be posted in 
the pre-arrival booklet and on the IGSA webpage.  Some participants commented that the 
webinar program focused mainly on immunization records and visa regulations and desired more 
information on academic and social events.  Particularly, a few respondents desired the presence 
of program academic advisers at the webinar program.  For example, two participants stated that: 
 Participant #1: “Bringing academic heads [from] different departments…”   
 Participant #2: “They could have included some academic advisors.” 
 For many international graduate students, they experienced a mix of emotions before 
coming to the University.  While they exhibited a high level of energy, they had so many queries 
related to pre-arrival information as well as academic expectations.  In addition to the 
background support from the program academic advisers, they provided the participants with 
information on course selections, campus resources, and educational and career goals, which 
significantly reduced their uncertainties.  Before the new academic year, it may be helpful for 
program academic advisers to outreach to them and learn about their interests and academic 
proficiency.  This insight could help international graduate students make prudent course 
selections.  It is also important to note that program academic advisers needed to possess the 
ability to guide them not only academically, but culturally as well.  
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In terms of technology, some respondents recommended changes with the sound and 
video quality.  Some panelists did not speak directly to the microphone.  As a result, it was 
challenging for some participants to hear the speakers during the panel discussion.  It may be 
best to have more than one microphone in the future session.  As for the video quality, it may be 
challenging to attain if respondents did not have the minimum requirement of internet speed.  
High performance internet connection may not be available in every country.  For others who 
viewed the webinar program through their mobile device, signal interference may have 
contributed to poor video quality.  
Finally, one particular student praised the overall content of the webinar but did not like 
the communication style of one university official.  The respondent stated that,  
“..her communication style wasn’t comforting.” 
Many international students often encountered difficulties to educational experiences in a 
new country.  Cultural adaptation for them entailed a triple socialization process of 
understanding a new culture, learning new sociocultural behavior and cultivating intercultural 
communication skills in order for international graduate students to successfully function 
academically, socially and culturally in the United States.  When interacting with individuals 
from various cultural backgrounds, it may be valuable for both parties (university officials and 
international graduate students) to develop awareness of difference in communication styles 
between their own culture to their new culture.  In the case of this research study, it may also be 
crucial to emphasize that it was not the knowledge of speaking but occasionally the style that 
individuals used in the language and how they presented themselves due to cultural differences.  
r. Additional Comments about the Webinar Program 
Occasionally, there are queries raised by participants that were not captured in the survey. 
This was a great opportunity for participants to provide their qualitative feedback to the 
researcher.  There was no additional feedback from participants.  The full summative data is 
located in Appendix C. 
2. The Acculturation Survey 
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 The second part of the research study was the acculturation survey.  The survey was 
administered to international graduate students after attending the different university-wide 
orientation programs and participating in the various cultural and social activities during the 
week of orientation.  The purpose of this survey was to determine if the programs and activities 
presented in the Welcome Week were appropriate and applicable to this group of population.   
 This survey was divided into three main components.  The first part of the survey 
comprised of Likert-type scale questions, the second part of the survey consisted of two 
summative questions, and the third part of the survey entailed of demographic questions. 
2.1. Likert-type Scale Questions 
a. Acculturative Experience in the United States 
 The first set of questions asked respondents to rate the items based on their acculturative 
experience in the United States.  The rating scale ranged from no difficulty, slight difficulty, 
moderate difficulty, great difficulty, extreme difficulty or not applicable.  The participants were 
asked to rate a total of 29 items: (1) Making American Friends, (2) Using Transport Systems, (3) 
Making Yourself Understood to Americans, (4) Getting Used to the Pace of Life, (5) Going 
Shopping, (6) Going to Social Events or Gathering, (7) Worshipping in your Usual Way, (8) 
Talking about Yourself to Others, (9) Understanding Jokes and Humors, (10) Dealing with 
Someone who is Unpleasant or Aggressive, (11) Finding Food You Enjoy, (12) Following Rules 
and Regulations, (13) Dealing with People in Authority, (14) Dealing with Bureaucracy, (15) 
Adapting to Housing Accommodation, (16) Communication with People of a Different Ethnic 
Group, (17) Dealing with Unsatisfactory Service, (18) Finding Your Way Around, (19) Dealing 
with Climate, (20) Dealing with People Staring at You, (21) Understand Ethnic or Cultural 
Differences, (22) Going to Coffee Shops, Restaurants or Fast Food Places, (23) Understand the 
Accent or Language, (24) Living Independently Away from Family Members, (25) Adapting to 
Etiquette in the United States, (26) Understanding What is Required of You at the University, 
(27) Coping with Academic Work, (28) Dealing with Staff at University, and (29) Expressing 
Your Ideas in Class.  Table 4.4 summarizes the results from the Acculturation Survey. 
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Table 4.4: Results from the Acculturation Survey 
Field No Difficulty Slight Difficulty Moderate 
Difficulty 
Great 
Difficulty 
Extreme 
Difficulty 
Total 
1. Making American 
Friends 
24.55% (27) 32.73% (36) 27.27% (30) 10.91% (12) 4.55% (5) 110 
2. Using transport System 40.54% (45) 36.94% (41) 16.22% (18) 3.60% (4) 2.70% (3) 111 
3. Making yourself 
understood to 
Americans 
41.96% (47) 38.39% (43) 14.29% (16) 3.57% (4) 1.79% (2) 112 
4. Getting Used to the Pace 
of Life 
40.18% (45) 36.61% (41) 16.96% (19) 3.57% (4) 2.68% (3) 112 
5. Going Shopping 50.89% (57) 22.32% (25) 13.39% (15) 9.82% (11) 3.57% (4) 112 
6. Going to Social Events 
and Gathering 
51.33% (58) 26.55% (30) 12.39% (14) 5.31% (6) 4.42% (5) 113 
7. Worshipping in Your 
Usual Way 
67.35% (66) 20.41% (20) 7.17% (7) 3.06% (3) 2.04% (2) 98 
8. Talking About Yourself 
to Others  
56.64% (64) 31.86% (36) 7.96% (9) 1.77% (2) 1.77% (2) 113 
9. Understanding Jokes 
and Humors 
37.50% (42) 31.25% (35) 17.86% (20) 6.25% (7) 7.14% (8) 112 
10. Dealing with Someone 
who is Unpleasant or 
Aggressive 
24.24% (24) 31.31% (31) 26.26% (26) 13.13% (13) 5.05% (5) 99 
11. Finding Food You 
Enjoy 
39.82% (45) 28.32% (32) 13.27% (15) 7.96% (9) 10.62% (12) 113 
12. Following Rules and 
Regulations 
69.91% (79) 21.24% (24) 7.08% (8) 0% (0) 1.77%  (2) 113 
13. Dealing with People in 
Authority 
70.91% (78) 20.00% (22) 5.45% (6) 1.82% (2) 1.82% (2) 110 
14. Dealing with the 
Bureaucracy 
56.31% (58) 27.18% (28) 11.65% (12) 2.91% (3) 1.94% (2) 103 
15. Adapting to Housing 
Accommodation 
55.86% (62) 24.32% (27) 13.51% (15) 1.80% (2) 4.50% (5) 111 
16. Communicating with 
People of a Different 
Ethnic Group 
47.79% (54) 38.05% (43) 7.96% (9) 5.31% (6) 0.88% (1) 113 
17. Dealing with 
Unsatisfactory Service 
25.47% (27) 45.28% (48) 16.04% (17) 9.43% (10) 3.77% (4) 106 
18. Finding Your Way 
Around 
52.21% (59) 32.74% (37) 11.50% (13) 0.88% (1) 2.65% (3) 113 
19. Dealing with Climate 52.21% (59) 31.86% (36) 7.96% (9) 5.31% (6) 2.65% (3) 113 
20. Dealing with People 
Staring at You 
48.04% (49) 29.41% (30) 16.67% (17) 2.94% (3) 2.94% (3) 102 
21. Understanding Ethnic 
or Cultural Differences 
53.64% (59) 33.64% (37) 10.00% (11) 1.82% (2) 0.91% (1) 110 
22. Going to Coffee Shops, 
Restaurants and Fast 
Food Places 
70.27% (78) 16.22% (18) 6.31% (7) 3.60% (4) 3.60% (4) 111 
23. Understanding the 
Accent or Language 
34.55% (38) 32.73% (36) 21.82% (24) 7.27% (8) 3.64% (4) 110 
24. Living Independently 
Away from Family 
Members 
49.09% (54) 31.82% (35) 8.18% (9) 6.36% (7) 4.55% (5) 110 
25. Adapting to Etiquette in 
the United States 
47.27% (52) 31.82% (35) 16.36% (18) 2.73% (3) 1.82% (2) 110 
26. Understanding what is 
required of you at the 
University 
40.54% (45) 35.14% (39) 18.92% (21) 2.70% (3) 2.70% (3) 111 
27. Coping with Academic 
Work 
37.14% (39) 34.29% (36) 20.00% (21) 4.76% (5) 3.81% (4) 105 
28. Dealing with Staff at 
University 
68.81% (75) 19.27% (21) 9.17% (10) 0.00% (0) 2.75% (3) 109 
29. Expressing your Ideas 
in Class 
45.71% (48) 29.52% (31) 20.95% (22) 0.95% (1) 2.86% (3) 105 
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 Some of the field items were discussed at the university-wide campus orientation 
programs and covered in the activities from Welcome Week.  International graduate students 
were strongly encouraged to attend and participate in these social and cultural activities during 
the week of orientation.  The main activities for international graduate students were a 
mandatory immigration workshop, the university-wide orientation programs (Graduate Student 
Orientation, International Teaching Assistant Program, and Teaching Assistant Orientation), 
cultural performances and ethnic cuisines on Global Day, a campus resource fair, a welcome 
barbecue, a shopping trip, the yacht party presented by the Graduate Student Association, and 
other social networking events on campus.   
 According to survey results, many respondents had expressed a moderate difficulty in the 
following seven areas: (1) Making American Friends, (2) Understanding Jokes and Humors, (3) 
Dealing with Someone who is Unpleasant or Aggressive, (4) Understanding the Accent and 
Language, (5) Understanding the Academic Expectations, (6) Coping with Academic Work, and 
(7) Expressing Ideas in Class.  
Making American Friends 
 One of the most important concerns for international graduate students was making 
friends in the United States.  Over one-fourth of respondents had a moderate difficulty in making 
American friends.  While the university-wide orientation was crafted for both domestic and 
international graduate students, there were limited team building activities for both populations.  
The Graduate Student Association held a welcome reception for all graduate students, but 
majority of people who attended the function was international graduate students.  In addition, 
some international graduate students felt more comfortable hanging out with other international 
graduate students than with American students.  The reason may be international graduate 
students came from a similar cultural background so they found it easier to communicate with 
each other.  It was also very likely that not many American students at the master’s level reside 
on campus.  It may be challenging for them to socialize with international graduate students 
outside of the classroom.   
Understanding Jokes and Humors 
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 International graduate students with limited English proficiency and/or cultural 
experience often resulted in miscommunications and cultural differences.  For some international 
graduate students with limited knowledge about the American culture, they had to translate the 
English language into their native language to better understand certain contexts in the 
classroom.  Often, the inability to comprehend sense of humor was a significant communication 
challenge for them.  This type of barrier may had affected their social choices and behaviors with 
American students.  Nearly 20% of international graduate students experienced a moderate 
difficulty in understanding jokes and humors in the United States.  During the university-wide 
orientation programs, it may be important to conduct a cross-cultural training workshop so that 
they can better understand and communicate with other university stakeholders like faculty, 
professional staff and students from different cultural backgrounds.  
Dealing with Impolite and Aggressive Individuals  
 Some international graduate students encountered unpleasant individuals upon their 
arrival on campus.  Over one-fourth of respondents had experienced a moderate difficulty of 
dealing with someone who is unpleasant or unaggressive.  This type of incivility may had 
affected international graduate students in an educational setting and discouraged them from 
participating in a social dynamic.  One possible solution was to avoid interacting with impolite 
individuals but it may not be an ideal choice in the long term if those individuals are faculty, 
professional staff and colleagues at the site university.  The major challenge with international 
graduate students was that they often do not voice their opinion in public places.  Depending on 
their country of origin, it was a sign of disrespect to challenge individuals in a higher hierarchy.  
It may be helpful for international graduate students to carefully reflect upon the situation prior 
to acting on a resolution.  If the matter cannot be resolved at the individual level, students may 
need to identify the available resources on campus such as student life and counseling center for 
additional help and support.  
Understanding Language Accent  
 Residing in a new country or collaborating on a diverse team with international students 
can be exciting.  At the same time, it can also be challenging for international students to 
understand others with a strong language accent.  This was a great barrier for them to exchange 
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information in an academic, social or cultural setting.  English speaking was not just about 
syntax or sentence structure, but local and regional accents contributed a major factor in 
comprehending others.  In this instance, people may have used dialects and expressions like 
slangs from their indigenous community, which may be confusing to other non-native speakers.  
 According to survey results, one-fifth of respondents had a moderate difficulty in 
understanding the accent or language in the United States.  Many native speakers probably spoke 
very swiftly and used expressions that international graduate students did not comprehend.  For 
international graduate students, it may be best for them to explore the following options to 
understand language accent: (1) ask the individual to converse in a slower manner, (2) use 
external resources like YouTube videos to understand the different regional accents in America, 
and (3) watch media such as television shows and listen to different radio stations. 
Understanding the Academic Expectations 
 Success in graduate study depended on the mutual efforts from faculty and student.  It 
was also the student’s responsibility to make satisfactory academic progress in the graduate 
degree program.  While academic expectations varied for each program and department, there 
were general expectations for all graduate students such as timeline for completion and academic 
integrity as well as basic academic university guidelines, policies and procedures.  
 Almost one-fourth of respondents encountered a moderate difficulty in understanding 
what was required of them at the University.  During the university-wide and program-specific 
orientation programs, it may be helpful to distribute the student handbook with pertinent 
information about various practical aspects of graduate life.  This handbook could serve as a 
reference guide for an array of student concerns ranging from course registration to the special, 
academic appeal process.    
Coping with Academic Work 
 For some international students, entering a higher educational institution was a 
challenging phase.  These transitional difficulties, but were not limited to, making American 
friends, understanding jokes and humors, dealing with someone who was aggressive/unpleasant, 
and interacting with faculty, professional staff and peers.  Due to limited language and culture 
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barriers, some respondents encountered greater academic challenges compared to their American 
counterpart.  Particularly, the site university operated on a ten-week term and moved at a rapid 
pace.  It was very challenging for them to cope with their academic work. 
 Nearly one-fourth of respondents articulated a moderate difficulty in coping with their 
academic work.  If the academic work was not managed properly, they may had experienced a 
substantial level of acculturative stress, which could impact their health in the long-term.  Both 
future domestic and international students could take the following steps to enhance their 
academic experiences.  
(1) Prerequisite  
 Before the start of each academic term, students should consult with their academic 
program adviser about a plan of study.  Many graduate courses have a prerequisite requirement.  
For international graduate students, it is important for them to understand the difficult level and 
the rudimentary foundation for each class.  In some engineering courses, for instance, graduate 
students are required to know the necessary software and tools in order to succeed in the class.  
Rather than trying to learn the prerequisite materials after the term has started, international 
graduate students can prep for them in advance before each term.   
(2) Massive Open Online Courses 
 The arrival of Massive Open Online courses (MOOCs) is shifting the way people think 
about learning in higher education of the 21st century.  According to the NMC Horizon Report: 
2013 Higher Education Edition (2013), the concept of MOOC is becoming increasingly 
prevalent within post-secondary education and changing how people think about online learning.  
Even though a new wave of massive open online courses is gradually migrating and emerging in 
higher education, MOOC is hardly a new phenomenon.  The delivery of instruction is very 
similar to the traditional lecture formats in an online setting.  The concept of openness, on the 
other hand, is a new trend in higher education.  It provides “equal learning opportunity” in the 
absence of blockades to access or interaction (Bonk, p.8).  With MOOC, international graduate 
students have the capability and flexibility to experiment with a variety of subjects and obtain the 
rudimentary foundation to succeed in a graduate course.  
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(3) Seek Assistance 
 Some professors are very understanding about the challenges that international graduate 
students encounter in an academic environment.  They often have office hours to meet with 
students outside of the classroom.  Professors could make appropriate suggestions and 
recommendations for them.  In other instances, many graduate courses have a teaching assistant.  
Teaching assistants are current students who assist professors with their duties in the classroom.  
They often act as a supplemental resource in addition to the professor of the course.  Finally, 
many educational institutions have a tutoring center that may be able to assist with the course 
content.   
Expressing Ideas in Class 
 Dynamic discussion is strongly encouraged in American classrooms, and lively 
collaborations are greatly valued.  Unfortunately, many international graduate students were not 
comfortable articulating their ideas in class or engaging in a group discussion due to a different 
set of cultural values and assumptions about communication.   
 Over one-fifth of survey participants had a moderate difficulty expressing their ideas in 
class.  The lack of engagement in the classroom among international graduate students was not 
mainly resulted from language deficiency but rather many of them were used to their traditional 
classroom in their home country, where they were the passive learners.  It may be helpful for 
faculty members to assign students a specific responsibility to increase participation in group 
activities and articulate their ideas in the classroom.   
b. Family and Friends in the United States 
 Families and friends played a significant role for many international graduate students.  
In migrating to a new country from a familiar territory, they often felt displaced in the new 
environment.  In particular for international graduate students with a partner and/or children, 
they had to provide additional support for the household.  For other international graduate 
students, they did not have immediate family members residing in the new country.  They had to 
learn about a new culture, educational environment, and social setting during the process of 
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acculturation.  In the presence of families and friends in the host country, on the other hand, the 
transition phase may be less severe. 
Out of the 97 respondents who took part in this question, 66% (n=64) of participants 
knew someone in the United States and 34 % (n=33) of respondents did not know anyone in the 
United States.  Majority of international graduate students did not have family members in 
America; however, many of international graduate students knew someone who is studying or 
residing in the United States.  The participants who further answered this question, international 
graduate students knew either an international student mentor (n=28), an international friendship 
family (n=23), an American student mentor (n=21) or an American friendship family (n=11).   
2.2.Summative Questions 
c. University resources for International Graduate Students in Adjusting to Life in the 
United States 
Many universities and colleges have academic, social and culture resources for 
international graduate students.  Consider, for example, Student Life at the University provided 
extensive social and cultural support to international graduate students on student engagement, 
community service learning, student government and global education and initiatives beyond the 
traditional classroom.  These channels provided an opportunity for growth, wellness and success 
of domestic and international graduate students, and assisting them to articulate a rewarding 
experience at the University.   
During the university-wide orientation programs, international graduate students were 
introduced to an array of social and cultural activities throughout the week of orientation.  
Overall, the reviews were generally positive.  The participants provided favorable reviews about 
the university-wide orientation programs, the International Teaching Assistant (ITA) program, 
Global Day, the campus resource fair, the department-specific orientation, temporary housing 
accommodation and the various graduate student organizations on campus.  Table 4.5 
summarizes the results on how the University assisted international graduate students in 
acculturating to life in the United States. 
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Table 4.5: Summative Results on how the University Assisted International Graduate 
Students in Acculturating to life in the United States 
Respondents 
· “The International Teaching Assistant (ITA) Program*.”  *This was a mandatory training program for 
international Ph.D. students who were classified as a teaching assistant at the University. 
· “The [university-wide] orientation and ITA program are really helpful in terms of letting me meet new people 
and getting information from peers.” 
· “The [university-wide] orientation helped me understand the rules in school, and the way to conduct myself in 
Philadelphia.” 
· “It was nice that the university (especially [I]GSA) to take us on a shopping trip and show us places around 
campus.” 
· “The pace at which things are taught at [the site university], according to me that is the best thing that can 
happen to a student.” 
· “Email communications from the administration. The staff work well with emails and respond very quickly.” 
· “I made new friends during different events.” 
· “The [site university] orientation programs helped me to adjust to life in the U.S.” 
· “The orientation helped us to adapt to campus life.” 
· “The social events where I got to interact with people from different backgrounds have been a valuable to my 
adjustment in the U.S.” 
· “The orientation events made us come together and talk with each other.” 
· “The organized events provided a platform to meet fellow graduate students. I particularly like the African 
dance group on Global Day. The yacht party was also a great idea to allow people to mingle with each other.” 
· “I met my senior classmates and they helped me very much.” 
· “The [W]elcome [W]eek events for international graduate students.” 
· “The orientation program allowed me to meet with American staff and students.” 
· “Orientation [programs] and networking sessions which helped me to understand the American culture.” 
· “The resource fair where I met with different student organizations, academic departments, and external 
vendors had helped me adjust to the life in the U.S.” 
· “The social events from welcome week helped me to meet new people.” 
· “Department orientation where we met people including professors from different countries”  
·  “The Graduate Student Association along with IGSA events made it easier for us to interact with one another.” 
· “Temporary [housing] accommodation from [PRAGATHI]. 
· “The [resource fair], orientation programs and the shopping trip from IGSA.” 
· “Orientation programs were great to get us acquainted with the way of things here.” 
· “Orientation and departmental orientation helped us meet our fellow colleagues and interact with them.” 
· “The [current] graduate student[s] enrolled at [site university] were extremely courteous to the new incoming 
students, understood our woes and attended to them promptly.” 
· “Global Day was very resourceful where we learned about different cultures and the IGSA shopping trip on 
Saturday.” 
· “Orientation programs and various introductory programs help[ed] me get along with people in U.S.A.” 
· “Department orientation was very helpful, well organized and very informative.” 
· “Events organized on campus and orientation.” 
· “I became more aware of lots of things about the [site university] through welcome week.” 
· “The different graduate student organizations held many events for new/incoming students and got a[n] 
overview of American/university culture and a sense of bonding as a university family.” 
· “The temporary housing accommodation from PRAGATHI was very helpful and a big life saver.” 
· “The ITA training program introduced us ways of teaching and also the kind and helpful staff that who helped 
us every time as much as they can.” 
· “During the department orientation, we had lunch with teachers and students.” 
· “I got to network with many professors from different fields and students from different countries too during 
the department orientation.” 
 
 
84 
 
The International Teaching Assistant (ITA) Program 
According to the English Fluency in Higher Education Act in the State of Pennsylvania, 
all non-native English speaking teaching assistants within the university were required to take a 
language aptitude examination and demonstrate English proficiency and American culture 
competence in the classroom.  In preparation for this examination, the English Language Center 
at the University provided a summer intensive orientation for international teaching assistants.  
The one-month orientation program included intensive instruction in language, teaching theory 
and practice of education and the culture differences in the American classroom.  The purpose of 
this program was to acculturate incoming graduate assistants for the transition in the United 
States and prepare them for the role as a teaching assistant at the University.  One student 
commented that, 
 “The ITA training program introduced us ways of teaching and also the kind and helpful staff that 
 who helped us every time as much as they can.” 
Global Day 
 Global Day was a new initiative established by the Department of Global Studies and 
Modern Languages along with other academic and administrative units in the year of 2016.  The 
event was held on Tuesday, September 13th, 2016 and it was opened to both undergraduate and 
graduate students.  Graduate students had the opportunity to learn about the various international 
opportunities at the site institution such as study abroad and international co-operative 
educational programs.  In addition to a language and resource fair, there were international 
cuisines and cultural performances by different student organizations.  Particularly international 
graduate students, they were encouraged to ask questions, network with other professionals and 
enjoy the various ethnic cuisines.  Two participants stated that, 
 “The organized events provided a platform to meet fellow graduate students. I particularly like the African 
 dance group on Global Day...” 
“Global Day was very resourceful where we learned about different cultures…” 
The Campus Resource Fair 
 In collaboration with different academic departments, administrative units and business 
partners across campus, the Graduate College at the University held different orientation 
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programs to welcome the incoming class.  As part of the agenda for the general Graduate Student 
Orientation, the community stakeholders organized a resource fair known as the Dragon 
Expo.  The Dragon Expo was a centralized place where graduate students received answers to 
their questions, met with their academic advisers, and acquired information about student 
organizations, resources and services available at the University.  One participant cited that, 
“The resource fair where I met with different student organizations, academic departments, and external 
vendors had helped me adjust to the life in the U.S.” 
Department-Specific Orientation 
 In addition to the university-wide campus orientation programs, some departments held a 
program-specific orientation for their students where they learned about specific academic 
policies and procedures, met with their academic advisers, fellow colleagues, as well as faculty 
members who assisted them with their academic and personal success.  The respondents were 
generally satisfied with the departmental orientation.  They further learned more about their 
academic expectations and met with faculty members and the program academic adviser.  As a 
result, the participants felt more connected to the University and understood about their academic 
and program expectations.  A few respondents commented that, 
“Department orientation where we met people including professors from different countries.”  
 
“…departmental orientation helped us meet our fellow colleagues and interact with them.” 
 
“Department orientation was very helpful, well organized and very informative.” 
 
“I got to network with many professors from different fields and students from different countries too 
during the department orientation.” 
Temporary Housing Accommodation 
 Some international graduate students experienced a great difficulty securing housing 
around the campus area.  With no credit history, it was challenging for some participants to 
secure housing in the United States.  As a result, PRAGATHI organized a temporary housing 
accommodation program for international graduate students from India who did not have a place 
to stay upon their arrival in the United States.  Many current upper classmen from India provided 
short-term accommodation to new Indian graduate students for up to a week.  Many incoming 
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students found the Indian community to be quite helpful while they were searching for long-term 
housing around the campus area.  One student praised that, 
“[The] Temporary housing accommodation from PRAGATHI was very helpful and a big life saver.” 
Graduate Student Association and its Daughter Organizations 
The Graduate Student Association (GSA) at the University was the governing body for 
all graduate student organizations.  GSA represented all graduate students and advocated for 
their scholarly and professional development at the site university.  GSA and its daughter 
organizations held many social events throughout the week of orientation.  For instance, they 
held a welcome reception, a sports tournament with faculty and professional staff, a yacht party, 
a social gathering at an entertainment center and a shopping trip.  The respondents were 
generally satisfied with the array of activities and assisted them to adjust with life in the United 
States.  Some participants commented that, 
“It was nice that the university (especially [I]GSA) to take us on a shopping trip and show us places 
around campus.” 
 
“The social events from welcome week helped me to meet new people.” 
 
“The Graduate Student Association along with IGSA events made it easier for us to interact with one 
another.” 
“…The yacht party was also a great idea to allow people to mingle with each other.” 
d. Future Recommendations to Help International Graduate Students Adjust to Life in 
the United States and as a Graduate Student at the University. 
The University is continuously searching for ways to be more effective with orientation 
programs and better service the graduate population in different capacities.  Acquiring feedback 
from the participants was one method of improving the service in future orientation programs 
along with the activities from welcome week.  Table 4.6 highlights the summative results on how 
the University could have done better to assist international graduate students adjust to life in the 
United States.  
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Table 4.6: Summative Results on How the Site University Could have Done Better to Assist 
International Graduate Students Adjust to Life in the United States. 
Respondents 
· “Provide more information about how to use BB (Blackboard) learn.” 
· “I think giving some brochures would be really helpful. For example, we could be given some brochures 
indicating and emphasizing the required steps and needed documents for each step upon becoming a student in 
the U.S. As an example, we could have a timetable for all orientations, gatherings, meeting together with the 
required paper works that we should do upon arrival.” 
· “A city or university tour.” 
· “Develop a buddy system for international graduate students.” 
· “Help us to find more affordable housing options.” 
· “There could be more volunteers to help grad students to find an apartment or shared room.” 
· “There should have been more [v]egetarian food options in events as a lot of my friends do not eat meat and 
ended up enjoying very little from the food items that were available.” 
· “Maybe a buddy would be better to help international students adapt themselves in the USA system” 
· “Help me understand Indian accent” 
· “Maybe how to interact with Americans?” 
· “Send us booklets about some regulations in U.S.” 
· “Assign a formal American Mentor.” 
· “University can improve its Shuttle service more to make it flexible and cover more areas.” 
· “Maybe some more detailed manuals can provide some suggestions to new students. An organized website can 
also be useful.” 
 
Many international graduate students provided insightful feedback on how to improve 
orientation programs in the future.  The recurrent concerns emerged from this study were a 
checklist, Blackboard Learn, a buddy system and the available food options on campus. 
A Checklist 
 The respondents had expressed for a student checklist for incoming students in a booklet 
and post the information on the IGSA website.  This checklist may assist new graduate students 
in completing the necessary procedures prior to and upon arrival at the site university.  For 
example, incoming students need to pick up their email account online, upload photo ID for 
university’s identification card, submit the required medical information prior to arrival.  Upon 
arrival, international graduate students need to check in with International Students and Scholar 
Services (ISSS) at the University, retrieve photo ID, meet with academic program adviser, 
update mailing address and sign up for direct deposit and tax forms with human resources.  For 
example, a respondent stated that, 
 “Maybe some more detailed manuals can provide some suggestions to new students. An organized website can also be 
 useful.” 
Blackboard Learn 
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 Blackboard Learn is an online learning portal and course management system for on and 
off campus courses at the site university.  Students can access course materials at anytime and 
anywhere from any computer and portable and mobile device with a secured internet connection.  
Many professors use Blackboard Learn as a platform to communicate and share course content 
information with students. 
 Many international graduate students had never taken an online course; therefore, they 
were not familiar with this learning management system.  It may be helpful for academic 
departments to include a training session on Blackboard Learn through the program-specific 
orientation.  For example, one student stated that, 
 “Provide more information about how to use BB (Blackboard) learn.” 
A Buddy System 
 A few international graduate students expressed the desire for a buddy system after 
arriving in the United States.  Particularly, the respondents wanted the university to match 
current graduate students from the site institution to support them with specific tasks and skills 
like opening up a bank account or applying for a social security card.  A buddy system could be 
built into the university-wide orientation programs to assist them with the culture and academic 
expectations.  In addition, it will provide new incoming graduate students with a point of contact 
for general queries, administrative issues and relevant university policies.  By establishing a 
buddy system, international graduate students may feel more connected to the educational 
institution.  For instance, two respondents stated that, 
 “Develop a buddy system for international graduate students.” 
 “Maybe a buddy would be better to help international students adapt themselves in the U.S.A. system” 
Food Options 
 International cuisines were a great way to connect participants from all over the world.  
While many graduate students appreciated and valued social events with free food, they were 
limited Halal food options as well as vegan and vegetarian choices on campus.  International 
graduate students were often conflicted with their religious and personal beliefs when shifting to 
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a new environment.  Particularly international students from India who practice Hinduism, some 
respondents had to refrain from consuming non-vegetarian products.   
“There should have been more [v]egetarian food options in events as a lot of my friends do not eat meat and ended up 
enjoying very little from the food items that were available.” 
 
2.3. Demographic Information 
 The respondents were asked to provide demographic information in the following areas: 
gender, age in years, country of origin and months in the United States.  They were also asked 
about the entry requirement to the University as well as their perceived, spoken English 
proficiency.  Overall, the participants represented in different backgrounds in terms of country of 
origin and age.    
According to survey results, the participants were predominantly males (60%), with a 
mean of 25 years of age.  Majority of participants were from India and China, and respondents 
represented in 14 different countries.  They had been in the United States for an average of 7 
month.  As for the entry requirement to the University, 81.6% of participants were not required 
to take either ESL or communication course, 10.2% of respondents were required to take a 
communication course but not ESL, and 8.2% of partakers were required to take ESL. The 
respondents were also asked to provide their perceived English proficiency.  35.7% of 
participants estimated their English language ability to be excellent, 52.1% of participants to be 
good, and 12.2% of participants to be fair.  Table 4.7 summarizes the respondent demographics 
from the Acculturation Survey.   
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Table 4.7 –Respondent Demographics from the Acculturation Survey 
Respondent Demographics  
Characteristics  Responses Frequency Percentage 
 
Gender 
(n = 98) 
 
Male  59 60.2% 
Female 39 39.8% 
Age in Years 
(n = 98) 
 
21 - 24 60 61.2% 
25 - 29 27 27.6% 
30+ 11 11.2% 
Country of Origin 
(n = 98) 
Brazil 1  
China 26  
Egypt 1  
Germany 1  
Ghana 1  
India 55  
Iran 4  
Italy 2  
Paraguay  1  
Philippines 1  
South Korea 1  
Taiwan 1  
Turkey 1  
Ukraine 1  
Unknown 1  
Months in the 
United States 
(n = 98) 
0 – 6 months 80  
7 – 12 months 3  
13 – 24 months 5  
25+ more 10  
Entry Requirement 
to the Site University 
(n=98) 
Required to take ESL 8 8.2% 
Not required to take ESL, but required to 
take Effective Communication 
10 10.2% 
Not required to take either ESL or Effective 
Communication 
50 81.6% 
Spoken English 
Ability 
(n=98) 
Fair 12 12.2% 
Good 51 52.1% 
Excellent 35 35.7% 
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3. The Focus Group Interview 
The third and final part of the data collection process was a focus group interview.  After 
fully completed the acculturation survey, a total of eleven international graduate students were 
chosen to take part in a focus group interview.  The purpose of the focus group interview was to 
acquire further insights about their acculturative experience in the United States and University.  
The duration of the interview was approximately an hour long.  The session was conducted by a 
Ph.D. student from electrical engineering in a conference room on Friday, October 7, 2016, and 
the session was audio recorded by a master’s student from electrical engineering.  The researcher 
in this study acted as the field note taker and participant observer during the focus group 
interview with minimal interaction with the participants.  For the purpose of triangulation, there 
was a current graduate student in the focus group who acted as the second participant observer 
with no interaction with the respondents.  Each participant was given an assigned number.  All 
participants were required to state their number before giving their opinion during the interview.   
The focus group interview was divided into three components.  The first part of the interview 
entailed of introductory questions, where participants disclosed their program major, country of 
origin and the central reason for studying at the site university.  The second part of the interview 
consisted of central questions related to their acculturative experience in the United States.  The 
third part of the interview comprised of concluding questions, where respondents provided 
additional feedback about their adjustment in the United States and at the site institution.  Three 
major themes emerged in the study:  campus housing, peer mentor program and program 
academic adviser.  
3.1. Introductory Questions 
 A total of eleven respondents were asked to give an introduction about them.  The 
respondents were well represented in terms of academic majors, graduate degree level and 
country of origins like Brazil, China, Germany, India, Iran, Italy and South Korea.  The 
participants were in the United States for an average of 5 weeks.  Each participant provided their 
insights and reasons for pursuing their graduate study in the United States and at the site 
university.  The site university had: (1) an intensive academic program which can be completed 
within 15 months, (2) a practical experience program along with cooperative education, (3) a 
highly specialized program with high academic ranking in America, (4) situated in a convenient 
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location, (5) a strong reputation of engineering programs, (6) research and renowned professors 
of interests, (7) students who graduated from the institution and was highly recommended by 
those students, (8) the facilities on campus, and (9) the flexibility with variance courses.  Table 
4.8 summarizes the respondents from the focus group interview.  
Table 4.8 –Respondent Demographics from the Focus Group Interview 
 Focus Group Interview Respondents 
Participants Gender Country of 
Origin 
Weeks in the 
U.S. 
Academic Major Graduate Level 
#1 – Hong Female China 4 Business Analytics  Master 
#2 – Giulia Female Italy 3 Chemical 
Engineering 
Master 
#3 – Vahideh Female Iran 5 Electrical 
Engineering  
Ph.D. 
#4 – Zhouquan Male China 5 Mechanical 
Engineering 
Master 
#5 – Roshan Male India 3 Public Health Master 
#6 – Roseanna Female Brazil 10 Public Policy Master 
#7 –Johannes Male Germany 5 Environmental 
Science 
Ph.D. 
#8 – Prashant Male India  4 Information Systems Master 
#9 – Dishaben Female India 5 Computer 
Engineering 
Master 
#10 – Rishabh Male India 4 Supply Chain 
Management and 
Logistics 
Master 
#11 – Yongtaek Male South Korea 5 Psychology Ph.D. 
 
 Some participants had the opportunity to discuss their transitional experience to the site 
university.  For the most part, the participants had a favorable experience about the University 
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with recommendations.  There were different themes emerged from the focus group interview.  
For instance, participant #8 from India indicated that the IGSA webinar program had prepared 
him for the transition to the United States and to the site university.  Through the webinar, he 
learned about the different health insurance options and immunizations and the necessary articles 
(clothes, cooking tools, etc.) to carry to the United States.  In another instance, many students 
greatly depended on the university’s website for the transition to the United States.  While the 
respondents found the website to be somewhat helpful, it was not completely user-friendly.  
Participant #6 from Brazil stated that there was a plethora of information on the website but very 
difficult to locate the appropriate resources.  The Brazilian respondent further stated that the pre-
arrival communication was very important to her and other international students.  She also 
indicated that the modes of communication were inconsistent across the university.  Some 
departments preferred phone calls while other administrative units favored emails.  Finally, two 
Ph.D. respondents found the ITA program to be helpful in terms of transitioning to the site 
university.  Participant #3 from Iran, for instance, indicated that the program provided her with 
support and resources in addressing different transitional difficulties. 
 In regards to improving the transitional experience for international graduate students, 
participant #2 from Italy suggested that the university could develop a buddy system with current 
students from the same major and pair them with upcoming international graduate students.  In 
this case, peer mentoring could provide the extra attention as well as a support system to new 
international graduate students who are unfamiliar about the University.      
3.2. Central Questions  
On and Off-Campus Housing  
 During the focus group interview, many international graduate students expressed a great 
difficulty in finding housing in the United States.  Although the site university had resources on 
campus housing, many respondents found on-campus housing more suitable for undergraduate 
students.  Majority of respondents found off-campus housing but experienced a great difficulty in 
finding a desirable place to live.  Participant #9 from India stated that housing was definitely a 
painful experience, but she was very thankful for her seniors who assisted her in finding an 
apartment near the University.  She further explained that the University had a listing of 
94 
 
university-affiliated housing resources on campus, but many of the websites did not include 
images associated with the property.  In addition, the form of payment was another difficult 
experience for her.  The primary method of payment for rent was a cashier’s check in addition to 
a surcharge fee. 
 While many graduate students preferred to live on campus, the rate for on-campus 
housing was simply too costly for them.  Participant #1 from China described the housing 
situation on campus as “horrible.”  She was, however, more concerned about finding an 
apartment in a safe area as well as the proximity to campus.  Before coming to the United States, 
the respondent found an off-campus apartment in America while at home in China.  She signed a 
contract via email without knowing the legal implications and desired to move out of the area 
upon arrival.  She attempted to withdraw from the contract with no further success.  During the 
interview, she told other participants to respect their signature particularly in a contract 
agreement between two parties.  By signing a document, the signature signifies that the 
individual had read the agreement along with the terms and conditions established by the third 
party.     
 Participant #5 from India expressed a considerable disappointment about the housing 
situation around campus.  He described the housing and living condition as outdated, 
unfurnished and infested with bed bugs.  The respondent from India just situated in his apartment 
for about a month and desired to move out of the place very soon.  He particularly exhibited 
unfavorable reviews of the landlord, which had requested a security deposit for three months in 
advance.  Many international graduate students with no social security card or a prior credit 
history had to pay a high nominal, security deposit fee.  The respondent further claimed that the 
housing process in other universities and colleges are more seamless compared to the site 
university.  
 Participant #6 from Brazil was in agreement with participant #5.  She revealed that 
English was not her second language but a third language.  In addition to an intricate university 
website, she found the verbiage about housing to be very complex and difficult to comprehend.   
As a result, she encountered a greater degree of frustration during her transitional phase to the 
United States.  Similar to a few other respondents, she came to the United States without 
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knowing anyone.  To improve the housing solution, she too recommended a peer mentor to guide 
the incoming graduate students with this challenging process.    
 Participant #9 from South Korea, on the other hand, had a positive experience with 
finding an apartment nearby campus.  The respondent consulted a friend for housing advice.  
According to the respondent, the individual was very helpful in terms of providing him with a 
map of the safe zones according to the proximity of campus.  In addition, the individual took 
pictures and videos of these apartments for participant #9.  Although the participant had a 
positive experience, he recommended that the university to provide a roommate matching system 
with specific criteria (pet friendly, smoking vs. non-smoking, etc.) for incoming international 
graduate student with minimal knowledge about campus housing.  
 Participant #7 from Germany also had a positive experience with finding housing near 
campus.  He cited the success of his acculturative transition was due to the ITA training program 
at the University.  This program included short-term housing at the university for incoming 
teaching assistants and provided him with an opportunity to search for an apartment within the 
campus area.  He particularly favored the university stakeholders working in the ITA program 
where he received advice on affordable housing and the safe areas to live near campus. 
Peer Mentor Program 
 In terms of transitional difficulties, participant #3 found the ITA training program to be 
very helpful.  The program provided her with sufficient academic and cultural knowledge in the 
classroom, but the University did not have a peer mentor program unlike her previous study 
abroad experience in Germany.  In her previous educational institution, the Iranian respondent 
was assigned to a knowledgeable individual who helped her with opening up a bank account and 
exploring the available types of health insurance plan.  To assist future international graduate 
students with transitional difficulties, the respondent proposed a peer mentoring program for 
them.  In addition, participant #7 praised the ITA program for assisting him with securing a 
social security number and card.  The English Language Center at the site university provided 
student employees with a Social Security Administration Application for a Social Security Card 
along with the checklist of required documents.    
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 Participant #9 also spoke about her transitional experience in the United States.  Overall, 
her experience in the United States was generally positive due to a supportive group of Indian 
students on campus.  The participant cited and praised PRAGATHI to be very helpful. The 
cultural organization had two to three program coordinators who provided ongoing 
administrative and transitional support to new students before arriving in the United States.  
Similarly, participant #4 mentioned that the Chinese Students and Scholars Association 
(CSSAD) on campus was very helpful in terms of transiting him to the University.  Although 
graduate admissions provided a basic checklist to incoming participants in a welcome package, 
the respondent found the overall information to be very general and not specific in details.  
Through dynamic interactions with a knowledgeable senior, they both became familiar with the 
academic, cultural and social knowledge about the site university; however, participant #9 
further stated that there was limited support for other nationalities.  The Indian participant 
wanted the University to provide a similar support program for international graduate students 
from other countries.  
 Participant #2 provided a glimpse of her transitional experience in the United States in 
relations to peer mentoring.  After shortly arriving in the United States, a friend provided the 
respondent with helpful advice and support about opening an American bank account.  To her 
astonishment, the process of initiating a bank account was relatively seamless compared to her 
home country in Italy.  For example, the financial institutions in Italy require a plethora of 
documents to initiate a bank account and take about one to three months for activation.  
Similarly, participant #11 was in agreement with participant #2.  The South Korean student 
found the process of establishing a bank account was sensibly simple; however, there were so 
many financial institutions around campus.  It was challenging for him to a select a commercial 
bank of his choice and the participants expressed a slight difficulty in distinguishing with 
different types of bank accounts such as a checking and savings account.  The participant 
recommended that the available information needs to be available in a brochure and on the 
University’s website.  
Program Academic Advisers 
 The general impression about program academic advisers varied across from participants.  
Both participants # 6 and #10 found their assigned program adviser to be helpful in terms of 
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responsiveness to queries in a timely manner and exceeded their duty as an academic adviser.  
Respondent #6 also indicated that her adviser was helpful.  The academic adviser was from 
China and understood the acculturative experience of international students; therefore, 
respondent #6 felt a great connection with her adviser.   
 Participant #10, on the contrary, claimed that he was improperly misguided by a program 
academic adviser about the TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language) score.  Even though 
he received matriculation to the University, he was instructed to retake the examination once 
more.  Participant #10 further stated the graduate degree program was new; therefore, he was not 
able to consult with a senior about the courses.  Since this was his first international experience 
in the United States, he was unfamiliar about the course content and the degree requirements.  
For the future, he recommended that the department to conduct a seminar to address some of 
these concerns.  Similarly, participant #2 described the inadequate relationship with her adviser.  
The lack of communication from the program academic adviser was extremely challenging for 
her.  During the first week of her arrival in the United States, she visited different administrative 
and academic units for assistance with course registration and the administrative procedures with 
transferring credits from a previous institution.   
 Unlike the other respondents, participants #5, #8 and #9 had a neutral experience about 
their academic adviser.  Participant #9 stated that the program academic adviser was not very 
helpful with the course content but he possessed a wealth of knowledge in terms of external 
resources on campus.  Participant #5 found that his academic adviser to be very helpful but the 
process to connect with him exceeded over a month.  Participant #8 found that his primary 
academic adviser also to be extremely helpful, but she was not available during the week of fall 
registration.  He contacted the secondary adviser for assistance, and he was also out of the office.  
As a result, he registered for more than the required credit hours needed in the fall term.   
 Finally, participant #11 did not have much interaction with his program academic 
adviser.  The department automatically enrolled its students into their required courses in the first 
year of the Ph.D. program.  The Korean respondent shared further insights about his faculty 
adviser.  During the weekly meeting, they exchanged information in a face-to-face encounter.  
Even when the respondent did have anything to report, they shared personal information which 
strengthened the faculty-mentee relationship.  The participant found this type of mentorship to be 
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effective particularly at the Ph.D. level.  Similarly, the research adviser for participant #3 was 
helpful with the academic plan of study and questions related to research; however, the 
participant wanted further explanation on differences between required and core courses, credit 
hours for graduation requirement and information on the qualifying/candidacy examination.  
3.3. Conclusion 
 To conclude the focus group interview, the moderator provided respondents an 
opportunity to voice their opinion about their adjustment to the United States and University if 
they did not get a chance to speak during the interview.   
 Blackboard Learn.  Participant #7 was a teaching assistant and required to use 
Blackboard Learn for his class.  During the ITA training program or Teaching Assistant 
orientation, it would have been helpful to learn about this online management tool. 
 Pre-arrival Checklist.  Participant #5 experienced a great difficulty with the transition to 
the site university.  It would have been helpful to possess a comprehensive, pre-arrival checklist 
along with the links and required documents and post the information on the University’s 
website.   
 Communication.  Participant #11 expressed the lack of campus resources for international 
graduate students at the University.  The student suggested that it would have been helpful if 
International Students and Scholar Services in conjunction with other administrative units and 
academic departments on campus to correspond with them via email on a monthly basis.   
 Master’s Level.  Participant #1 sensed that the University focused primarily on Ph.D. and 
other professional doctorate students and less attention was directed to students at the master’s 
level.  The respondent stated that,  
“MS students are easily ignored and they are the most silent group of people on campus.” 
 Tuition Fees.  Participant #10 wanted the billing office to improve its email 
communication and respond to inquiries in a timely manner.   
 Credit Score.  Participant #3 desired a workshop on credit score. Non-US citizens did not 
have a credit history as they had limited or no financial information to review in the United 
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States.  For many international graduate students, the challenge was trying to secure a private 
loan for tuition.   
Results and Interpretations 
Many international graduate students arrived to this country with a mixture of feelings.  
In one spectrum, many of them were excited to commence a new life journey.  In other instance, 
many of them had minimal academic, social and cultural knowledge about the American culture 
as well as the site institution.  The results from the surveys and focus group interview provided 
greater insights of new international graduate students at the University.  After synthesizing the 
findings from the three data sources, the following three themes including the IGSA webinar 
program, the acculturation survey and the focus group interview emerged in relations to the three 
research streams in the study.   
The IGSA Webinar Program 
 The IGSA webinar program was the initial gateway for many international graduate 
students to connect with different stakeholders at the University and learn about the various 
resources on campus.  As a result of attending the webinar, many participants were very content 
with the materials from the webinar program and developed a positive perception about the 
University.  It demonstrated that the university stakeholders care about international graduate 
students.  According to Maslow, an individual is ready to pursue higher-order of thinking if and 
only the basic needs are satisfied.    
 Physiological and psychological needs were very important to international graduate 
students.  Many respondents who attended the webinar session had either very limited or no prior 
knowledge about the American culture.  By attending the webinar program, they wanted to learn 
about the pre-arrival information such as health insurance and immunization options as well as 
the academic, social and cultural activities on campus.  There were also individuals who partook 
in the webinar program with prior American culture experience.  Although the webinar program 
was not very effective for this group of population, they did not want to forego on pertinent 
information about campus resources.  
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 The webinar program was attended by a diverse group of participants in terms of age, 
marital status and country of origin.  Through the findings from the webinar survey, almost 10 
percent of international graduate students in the study were married with a partner and/or 
children.  While the number was relatively low compared to the overall international graduate 
population, non-traditional and other adult learners deserved a considerable attention.  The 
university-wide orientation programs could serve as the platform to demonstrate that level of 
commitment and appreciation to non-traditional students.  By allowing international graduate 
students and their families to partake in university-wide programs and social activities, it will 
certainly create a welcoming atmosphere for them in the United States. 
 The presence of faculty members at the IGSA webinar program had also exuded a strong 
sense of community with international graduate students.  Often, the role of faculty usually is 
limited to teaching in the classroom particularly those at the master’s level.  Through an 
interpersonal engagement between faculty and students at the IGSA webinar program, it 
provided participants a viewpoint from the perspective of a faculty member.  Not only it had set 
a precedent with the respondents, international graduate students received an overview of 
academic expectations so that they were better prepared for the rigorous environment and gave 
them the advantage to make the transition from their home country to graduate study.  Therefore, 
in order to give the most accurate view of an institution, there must be presence of both academic 
and social components at the IGSA webinar program.    
 In addition to faculty, peer mentoring was a preferred technique for incoming 
international graduate students to connect with current students from the University and cope in 
the new environment.  According to the results from the acculturation survey, many international 
graduate students did not have a family or relative in the United States.  The participants greatly 
trusted their peers for academic and social support.  In the webinar survey, the respondents had 
referred to their peers as seniors or teachers.  The seniors in this study were committed to their 
transitional development, provided them with guidance and advocated for them, which had 
greatly reduced their acculturative stress and enhanced their overall confidence.  In particular 
with the organizational members from PRAGATHI, they created a cross-platform messaging 
group for new international graduate students from India and developed an ongoing rapport with 
them prior to their arrival at the University.  Many incoming graduate students relied on their 
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peers and student organizations as a strategy in transitioning to a new environment.  There were 
other new international graduate students with minimum or no guidance from an experienced 
graduate student at the University.   
 In addition, some international students felt that their language competency greatly 
reduced at the webinar even though many international students came with high academic 
credentials.  Linguistic proficiency was a challenge for some Chinese students.  The IGSA 
webinar program was a first time for them to interact with other participants in English as a 
second language.  In the webinar survey, a few respondents had expressed concerns about 
listening and speaking comprehension, which may had impacted their confidence level in 
making American friends or sharing information in the classroom.  This may present a 
forthcoming challenge in the classroom where professors expect them to engage in class 
discussions and group projects; therefore, some participants desired additional workshops on 
language skills particularly for non-native English speakers.   
The Acculturation Survey 
 Upon arriving in the United States, international graduate students experienced a triple 
socialization process.  They had to learn about the U.S. culture, the culture of the comprehensive 
university and the academic culture in their departments.  The initial step in this triple 
socialization process was the university-wide orientation programs. 
 To reduce a degree of cultural shock, many university stakeholders created a 
comprehensive list of academic, social and cultural activities in collaboration with different 
academic departments, administrative units and business partners during the week of orientation.  
The data suggested that information on campus resources was best presented at the university-
wide orientation programs while content-specific resources were best delivered at the program-
specific orientation.  In particular, the university-wide orientation programs were extremely 
helpful in providing social and cultural needs but were ineffective at satisfying their academic 
concerns.  It may be helpful to have a breakout session for master’s and doctorate students at 
orientation. 
 During the welcome week, there were different orientation programs for graduate 
students.  The central event was the general graduate student orientation hosted by the Gradate 
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College for all participants at the doctoral, master’s and certificate level.  The orientation 
program was well-attended but the program only offered in the fall term.  While the 
matriculation of participants after the fall term is relatively lesser, they will not be able to take 
advantage of the service.  It may be essential to record the fall orientation session and archive the 
video on the Graduate College website for viewing at a later time. 
 The format of the general orientation was relatively simple.  The Graduate College 
invited different administrative units and academic departments to deliver a welcome remark to 
all graduate students.  There were representation from the Office of the Provost, Graduate 
College, Student Life, and Graduate Student Association.  Each presenter discussed the various 
support services from their respective academic or administrative unit, but the participants did 
not have much flexibility in choosing a topic discussion of their choice.  It may be helpful to 
offer different academic and cultural workshops to participants after the main event.  According 
to the acculturation survey, issues on making American friends, dealing with aggressive 
individuals and expressing ideas in class may be appropriate topics to reduce cultural shock in a 
new environment through the optional workshops.      
 In addition to academic and cultural workshops, the University hosted many social 
festivities throughout the week of orientation.  The results from the acculturation survey and 
focus group interview indicated that the participants found the events to be helpful in terms of 
the cultural adjustment to a new country and academic environment, but there were lack of team 
building exercises and activities with domestic and international graduate students.  Many 
participants indicated that they encountered social challenges in making friends due to cultural 
differences in socializing.  As a result, they often make friends with other international graduate 
students with similar acculturative experiences and backgrounds.  It may be necessary to design 
an orientation program with educational and social activities where both domestic and 
international graduate students can interact in a heterogeneous environment.   
The Focus Group Interview  
 After synthesizing the results from the focus group interview, three different themes 
emerged in the study.  Most respondents developed a negative perception about campus housing.  
Many respondents expressed a moderate difficulty in securing housing in the United States while 
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they were still at their home country.  Often, they relied on peer support for a tour of the 
apartment.  Those who successfully secured housing on campus paid an enormous security 
deposit fee.  In other instances, the respondents expressed safety concerns and desired a 
presentable place to live with updated amenities.  As a result, many international graduate 
students were highly unsatisfied with the housing situation on campus.  The university 
stakeholders could interact with campus proprietors to alleviate the cost of security deposit fee 
particularly for both traditional and non-traditional, international graduate students.  It would 
also be helpful to have a matchmaking system to pair up roommates will similar preference and 
criteria.  
 In addition to campus housing, timely communication was another theme emerged in the 
interview.  In some instances, program academic advisers were not available during the 
registration period when participants were required to register for fall classes or did not respond 
to email communication in a timely manner.  In other instances, Ph.D. students were satisfied 
with their faculty advisers for their ongoing guidance and support with their field of research.  
Based on the findings from the focus group interview, some respondents desired informal 
discussion with faculty advisers.  It created a positive atmosphere and progressive development 
of faculty-student relationship.  It may be best for faculty and students to meet weekly to discuss 
the progress of their research and topics beyond the scope of academia.   
 Finally, peer mentoring played a critical role in the transition with international graduate 
students.  Although PRAGATHI had created an unofficial mentorship program for the Indian 
community, it may be in the best interest for the University to establish a peer mentoring 
program for all international graduate students.  The adept individuals could provide tips and 
guidance through the multifaceted sequence of stages into graduate study.  In times of stagnant 
economic growth and financial resources, peer mentoring is an efficient approach yielding the 
richest learning experiences.  
Summary 
 This chapter highlighted results from the webinar questionnaire, the acculturation 
survey and a focus group interview with a diverse group of participants.  The sample comprised 
of newly, matriculated international graduate students in a comprehensive, research university in 
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southeast Pennsylvania.  A total of 92 respondents participated in the webinar survey, 98 
respondents partook in the acculturation survey and 11 respondents contributed to the focus 
group interview.  
 In the webinar survey, participants were generally satisfied with the content from the 
program particularly information on pre-arrival content, health insurance and immunizations, and 
social and cultural activities at the site university.  They also provided suggestions to improve the 
future webinar program.  The respondents suggested the following areas of improvement: (1) 
more program-specific content, (2) a panel discussion comprised of current students from 
different major majors/disciplines, (3) additional content information on social activities, (4) 
presence of academic advisers, and (5) partition the webinar by classification such as master’s 
and doctoral students.  
 In the acculturation survey, the feedback was generally positive from participants.  
After attending the university-wide orientation programs and partaking in the different social and 
cultural activities throughout the welcome week, the participants believed that their overall 
American culture and knowledge had increased.  In particular, the respondents were generally 
satisfied with the ITA program, Global Day, the campus resource fair, department-specific 
orientation, temporary housing accommodation and activities from GSA and its daughter 
organizations with slight suggestions.  The participants desired a checklist upon arriving at the 
university, more information on Blackboard Learn, a university-wide peer mentor program and 
more available food options on campus.   
 For the focus group interview, a total of 11 participants had provided qualitative 
feedback in greater insights about their transitional period in the United States.  The respondents 
were well represented in terms of academic discipline, graduate degree level and country of 
origin.  Three major themes emerged during the interview.  The respondents articulated 
affordable campus housing options within proximity to campus, a peer mentor program to 
connect current students with new international graduate students, and a better communication 
plan from program academic advisers.  The respondents had experienced a great difficulty in 
these areas while transitioning to the United States and University. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations  
Introduction 
 This chapter summarizes and synthesizes the major findings from the webinar survey, 
acculturation study and a focus group interview, presents conclusions based on the findings from 
the three data sources, and suggests recommendations for improving ongoing support for 
international graduate students as well as for future research.  The purposes of the study were to 
examine the perceived transitional difficulties of international graduate students at the site 
university and what the University should consider doing to support international graduate 
students before and after arriving in the new environment.   
 The case study was conducted in three different stages using a mixed method approach.  
In the initial stage, a survey was administered to newly matriculated participants who attended or 
viewed the IGSA webinar program in August of 2016.  In the second stage, a survey was 
administered to newly, matriculated international graduate students who participated in the 
university-wide orientation programs and the activities from welcome week at the site institution.  
In the final stage, a focus group interview with 11 participants was conducted to provide greater 
insights about the transitional experience to the United States, and provided how the university 
could better to assist with this group of population.  
Conclusions 
Research Question #1 
 To address the first research question in this study, the findings from the surveys and the 
focus group interview suggested that many international graduate students had never experienced 
the American culture.  Although the international graduate students in this study came from 
different parts of the world with different life experiences, they went through an acculturative 
experience that brought them together as a collective group.  For international graduate students 
who came to the United States for the first time, they had to learn about the academic, cultural 
and social differences.  According to the surveys’ results, the respondents noted that academic 
practices and social norms were different from their home country.  The concept of plagiarism, 
classroom engagement and academic advising were some cited examples from the participants.  
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In another instance, the adjustment period was not as seamless as for others depending upon their 
previous cultural experience.   
 The IGSA webinar program was designed to assist respondents with the adjustment 
phrase and connect them to the University.  The presentation from the webinar provided 
international graduate students with a general overview about the American lifestyle and 
educated them about the different cultural and social avenues at the site university.   For some 
international students, it was their first to experience the American language in an online 
platform.  Even those with prior western culture attended the webinar to confirm their perception 
about the University.  The organizational members of IGSA employed a webinar program to 
address individual queries regardless of their marital status, age, academic disciplines, graduate 
level or cultural background.  This type of commitment acknowledged and appreciated the 
histories of all international graduate students regardless of their life experiences.   
Furthermore, the webinar program consisted of a pre-arrival presentation conducted by 
the faculty adviser of IGSA and a panel discussion led by current international graduate students 
from the University.  To acknowledge and appreciate the different academic, social and cultural 
histories of international graduate students, IGSA employed a PowerPoint presentation on pre-
arrival information and invited a diverse group of university stakeholders to address inquiries 
from participants during the Q&A session.  Diversity, in terms of the panel discussion, for 
instance, comprised of a faculty member, two professional staff, and current students from 
different ethnic and cultural backgrounds, majors, age and marital status to acknowledge and 
appreciate the different cultural, social and cultural histories of international graduate students.  
The webinar program also provided short-term strategies and techniques for international 
graduate students to sustain during the first-two weeks of their arrival in the United States, which 
was the second research question in this study.  The findings from the IGSA webinar program 
addressed both research questions 1 and 2 in this study.  
 To further examine research question #1 in greater details, international graduate students 
came to the United States for different reasons.  The reasons ranged from reputation of the 
graduate degree program, the facilities on campus, and the renowned research professors at the 
site institution.  Many international graduate students came to the United States with minimal or 
no prior American experience.  As a result, they found the IGSA webinar program to be helpful 
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in terms of the pre-arrival information on health insurance plans and immunizations, housing 
options, academic expectations, social outlets, and cultural events at the site university.  At the 
same time, some participants did not find the webinar as relevant as for new international 
graduate students.  In another instance, a few respondents had acquired an undergraduate degree 
at an American educational institution prior to their graduate study; therefore, they had previous 
exposure to the American culture and detailed knowledge about the educational system in the 
United States.   
 Furthermore, the average international graduate student was 25 years of age according to 
the results of the webinar survey.  Unlike the typical international graduate students, non-
traditional international graduate students came to the new country with a different set of life 
experiences.  Some of them were married or partnered and had  children at home.  To appreciate 
and acknowledge their presence on campus, American colleges and universities may need to 
design an orientation program specific to their special needs in order for them to succeed at the 
University.  In addition to a specific orientation program for non-traditional international 
graduate students, higher educational institutions need to have student support services, activities 
and programs available for them. 
Research Question #2 
  To address the second research question in this study, some international graduate 
students employed their seniors and teachers in the United States as a strategy to acculturate in 
the new country and heavily depended on students organizations for academic, social and 
cultural support.  In the example of PRAGATHI, the group employed current organizational 
members to provide peer mentor support to incoming Indian students.  They used a social 
networking application called WhatsApp as a platform to address an array of academic and 
administrative queries with the respondents.  Through secure messaging and calling for free, the 
members of PRAGATHI were able to outreach to a large group of participants from India.  
Moreover, many respondents had a great difficulty securing campus housing in the United 
States.  Through the findings from the acculturation survey, PRAGATHI in conjunction with the 
current graduate students established a temporary housing accommodation program for incoming 
graduate students from India.  
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 Furthermore, some international graduate students employed their faculty and program 
academic advisers as a strategy to assist with their transitional difficulties.  Due to differences in 
the American educational system, international graduate students relied on authoritative figures 
for guidance with the academic plan of study.  The findings from the webinar survey and the 
focus group interview revealed that the presence of faculty and staff advisers derived a positive 
presence with students and alleviated their level of anxiety.  In addition, some respondents found 
that advisers with high cultural proficiency were more likely to understand their transition in the 
United States according to the findings from the focus group interview.  As a result, many 
international graduate students outreached to their faculty and program academic advisers for 
academic support prior to arriving to the United States.   
 In addition to faculty and staff academic advisers, international graduate students 
employed other pertinent campus organizations for transitional support.  According to the results 
from the acculturation survey, international graduate students without family or friends in the 
United States showed a great difficulty in acclimating to the new environment compared to those 
who have family or friends in the country.  As a result, they quickly developed homesickness in 
the new environment.  During the winter vacation, this feeling often emerged when other 
students go home for the holidays.  To minimize the feeling of homesickness, IGSA and other 
cultural organizations at the University organized social and cultural festivities for international 
graduate students throughout the academic year to reduce the feeling of homesickness.  By 
hosting different American traditions and celebrations on campus, it was a strategy to elevate the 
spirit of international graduate students and educate them about the major holidays in the United 
States.  Often international graduate students found a new type of family through this type of 
medium from friendship with similar transitional experiences.  
Research Question #3 
 To address the third research question in this study, the University hosted different 
orientation programs for all graduate students to attend at the commence of each academic year.  
To bridge the gaps between student needs and institutional commitment, the site university 
established official university-wide orientation programs for all domestic and international 
graduate students.  For instance, there was a mandatory workshop for international graduate 
students on immigration laws and policies.  For students at the doctoral level, some departments 
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held a program-specific orientation for their participants.  For incoming international students 
who were assigned as a teaching assistant, they were required to attend the ITA training program 
in addition to the general Teaching Assistant orientation program.  
 The objectives of orientations were to prepare all students for their academic study, 
acclimate to the graduate community and provide them with appropriate academic, social and 
cultural resources at the University.  During the week of orientation, there were a plethora of 
activities from different academic and administrative units to bridge the disconnects between 
student needs and institutional commitment.  International graduate students were encouraged to 
participate in the welcome week programs including the Global Day initiated by the Department 
of Global Studies and Modern Languages, a welcome reception by the Graduate Student 
Association, a welcome barbecue provided by Enrollment Management and Student Success, a 
shopping trip by IGSA, a resource fair by the Graduate College, athletic matches from the 
Athletic Center and cultural and recreational activities, as well as academic workshops by 
Student Life.  All domestic and international graduate students had the opportunity to network 
with other professionals within and outside of their academic discipline, explore the different 
types of resources on campus, and participate in different social and cultural events before the 
start of the term.  In regards to the third research question in this study, the site university offered 
different student support services and programs during the week of orientation to bridge the 
disconnects between student needs and institutional commitment. 
Recommendations  
  The five emerging themes suggested in this study may assist international graduate 
students with their transitional difficulties from their home country to the host environment.  
They are a pre-arrival guide, peer mentoring, faculty mentoring, intercultural academic advising 
and university-wide orientation programs and department-specific orientation.  The findings 
yielded what the student found resourceful, and what they would like to see improved. 
A Pre-Arrival Guide  
 Before arriving to the United States, international graduate students expressed the desire 
for more essential information about the University as well as the American culture and lifestyle.  
It may be helpful for the university to develop a comprehensive pre-arrival guide in connecting 
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with this group of population.  First, it would be useful to have a pre-arrival checklist that 
international graduate students need to do before arriving to campus.  For example, international 
graduate students need to have a health checklist includes health insurance and immunization 
requirements, connect with academic adviser via email, register for orientation programs, and 
look for available housing options around campus.   
 Mandatory Health Insurance.  All international graduate students at the University were 
required to have health insurance coverage.  The site university offered two types of health 
insurance plan: a basic or premium coverage.  The premium plan was more expensive and had a 
better coverage with more essential health benefits compared to the basic health insurance plan.  
Some students elected a health insurance plan outside of the university but the coverage needed 
to meet the minimum University requirements.  International graduate students needed to 
understand the different health plan options, insurance requirements, the process of waiving or 
enrolling into a health insurance plan, and the automatic billing process. 
 Immunization Requirements.  All international graduate students at the site university 
were required to provide a health history and immunization record of all required vaccinations 
and health screenings.  To protect every individual at the University, students who were 
immunized will less likely to contract detrimental diseases.  State-required immunizations were 
available at the Student Health Center during the week of orientation.  This information needs to 
be included in the pre-arrival guide so that international graduate students can secure all the 
proper immunizations from their primary care physician or family doctor before coming to the 
United States.   
 Academic Advising.  Every student was strongly encouraged to interact with his or her 
academic advisers prior to the start of the term and on a frequent basis.  The academic adviser 
served as the curriculum counselor and mentor in the duration of the graduate degree program.   
Academic advising was essential to the success of international graduate students.  In some 
countries like India and China, many academic programs were very linear with little course 
variance; therefore, the concept of academic advising was new to them.  Unlike the educational 
system in the United States, students had more flexibility to take courses outside of their 
academic major along with the required core courses.  It was important for domestic and 
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international graduate students to consult with their academic advisers on a regular basis to 
ensure their academic success and satisfy the graduation requirements.  
 Orientation Programs.  The site university offered different university-wide orientation 
programs for newly admitted students.  Most orientation programs were not mandatory, but 
international graduate students were strongly encouraged to attend.  By participating in the 
various orientation programs on campus, the participants learned about the various campus 
resources and support services in acculturating them to the graduate life in the United States, and 
became more familiar with university expectations and legal requirements pertaining to 
immigration regulations.  In addition, they had the opportunity to network with other 
professionals from all over the world, learn about the culture at the University, and build 
relationships and learn how to get involved with various student organizations in the community.  
 Housing Options.  Although the University offered housing options for graduate and 
professional students, campus housing was not suitable for some international graduate students 
with a spouse, partner or family.  Some non-traditional international graduate students desired 
for a family-oriented place.  It was important to have affordable housing options for traditional 
and non-traditional international graduate students.  Also, many international graduate students 
came to the United States with no credit history; therefore, it may be challenging for some of 
them to secure housing without paying a high nominal, security deposit fee.  University officials 
could collaborate with housing partners around campus area to alleviate the high cost of security 
deposit fee for them.   
Peer Mentoring 
 The research findings in the study suggested that many international graduate students 
had no family in the United States.  Often, they greatly depended on their teachers and seniors 
for transitional support and guidance.  At the site institution, the Indian seniors in conjunction 
with PRAGATHI had established an interactive messaging group on WhatsApp specifically for 
new students arriving from India.  In this case, seniors who had already lived through the 
acculturative experience served as a resource, delivered information, and provided physiological 
and psychological support to juniors from their home country.  In another instance, juniors found 
it comforting to consult with seniors who are from the same country and similar cultural 
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background.  It may be best to establish a peer mentor program with a diverse of seniors so that 
the juniors have access to people they feel comfortable with.  
 The juniors, who were typically the same age as their peer mentors, felt comfortable 
sharing concerns and problems with their seniors.  Due to similarity in age, seniors were able to 
understand and relate to the acculturative experiences that the juniors were undergoing and 
provided them with suggestions and solutions in a relevant and comprehensible manner.  As a 
result, many juniors generally felt accepted into the community in a non-judgmental manner due 
to similar academic interests, styles and backgrounds.   
 In addition, kinship developed more naturally in a comfortable platform such as a group 
messaging.  Specifically, comfort level was the central reason for juniors to use texting and 
instant messaging as a medium to outreach to their seniors.  Texting and instant messaging were 
the preferred mode of communication for many international graduate students due to greater 
accessibility in comparison to a face-to-face or phone conversation.  It is also important to note 
that instant and text messaging were much more efficient in exchanging information in relation 
to time for international graduate students.    
 In essence, a successful peer mentoring relationship led to mutual benefits.  For seniors, it 
may have enhanced their cultural knowledge but also reflecting and understanding own 
challenges and acculturative experiences in the United States.  For juniors, it may have led to 
greater feeling of connection to the site university.  It was also a cost-effective intervention for 
international graduate students to interact with their peers at the site institution. 
Faculty Mentoring 
 The respondents in this study derived from all parts of the world.  It was very important 
for academic advisers to augment cultural awareness and understanding of all students from 
different cultures.  Particularly with faculty advisers, the findings from this study highlighted that 
the relationship with faculty adviser was essential to the success of international graduate 
students especially those enrolled in a doctorate degree program.  Students’ academic 
satisfactions were positively associated with the academic advising from a faculty member.  By 
understanding the international graduate population, faculty advisers can easily connect with 
them on a personal level.  Below are a few recommendations.  
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 First, faculty members can bridge the gaps by demonstrating the willingness to 
understand other peoples’ cultures.  Consider, for instance, faculty advisers can talk about the 
different places that they have visited, worked, and resided outside of the United States at the 
initial meeting.  Many international graduate students generally appreciate faculty members who 
have been to their home country and even cultural places around the globe.  Faculty advisers can 
use their personal experiences as a leverage to associate with international graduate students.  
This will further enhance understanding and appreciation for international graduate students 
from different cultural backgrounds.  This dialogue may serve as a conversation starter for 
faculty advisers and international graduate students.   
 Second, faculty mentors need to develop a strong, interpersonal relationship with their 
advisees particularly with international students in a doctorate degree program.  While cultural 
awareness and appreciation for diversity are important, faculty mentors need to know their 
students at a personal level.  By inviting international graduate students for home visits during 
the major holidays such as Thanksgiving, Christmas and Hanukah, faculty members will get to 
know their students at a profound level outside of the lab, office or classroom.  
 Third, patience is an important virtue for faculty members.  In relations to 
communication style, flexibility and instructional method, international graduate students may 
need additional time during the transitional period to learn about these skills and situate on 
campus.  The culture of American higher education for doctoral students is both challenging and 
typically very different from their previous college and graduate experiences.  In order to be 
successful, doctoral students need to possess certain core skills, knowledge, and insight; 
therefore, some international graduate students need more elasticity in terms of research 
exposure and academic expectation.  Faculty mentors may need to accommodate international 
graduate students to a certain extent by being patience and flexible based on the circumstance.    
 Finally, open communication is crucial to the success between faculty mentors and 
students.  One way for faculty mentors to create an open line of communication is to listen to the 
needs of their students.  Often, international graduate students are reluctant to express their 
concerns with their faculty advisers due to the hierarchy of the relationship.  In another instance, 
international doctoral students may fear of jeopardizing their funding by voicing their opinion. 
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Frequent communication and conversation with faculty advisers may reduce stress and improve 
the working relationship with international graduate students.   
 In sum, these techniques and strategies are certainly not the only methods in fostering a 
healthy advising relationship.  In fact, there is no one particular way in cultivating a relationship 
between faculty advisers and international graduate students.  To achieve the maximum effect, 
faculty members need to be willing to adapt the pace of international graduate students by being 
flexible and patience and maintain an open line of communication.  
Intercultural Academic Advising 
 American colleges and universities were the desirable places for many international 
graduate students to study.  As the number of international graduate students continued to 
escalate, more faculty and professional staff were gradually interacting with international 
graduate students who may not share the same cultural and social standards.  The may present a 
challenge for some academic advisers due to limited cultural exposure.  The role for academic 
advisers is to ensure the success of students by providing an environment where both domestic 
and international graduate students feel appreciated and respected. 
 Due to an array of issues presented by international graduate students, academic advisers 
are strongly encouraged to reach out to their students on a frequent basis.  In addition to learning 
about their academic interests, it may be suitable for program academic advisers to participate in 
campus activities and professional development programs that can enrich their overall cultural 
competency.  The openness to learn about other cultures and partaking in training programs and 
different student organizational events are some techniques to demonstrate positive attitude of 
excellence for individuals with different cultural backgrounds.  
 To overcome some of the challenges of advising international graduate students, program 
academic advisers need to employ the similar strategies and techniques similar as faculty 
advising.  First, academic advisers need to understand and appreciate the cultural differences 
within the academic community.  Second, academic advisers need to build a sustainable 
connection with their international graduate students by understanding their academic needs.  
Once a rapport is established with international graduate students, advisers may have a stronger 
bond with them.  Finally, academic advisers can show impressive empathy in order to foster a 
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trusting relationship with international graduate students.  Often, advisers must put themselves in 
the situation of international graduate students to fully understand the complex situation.  Again, 
these are not the only strategies and techniques to employ and connect with international 
graduate students.  Most interventions require creative thinking as a diagnostic tool.  Creativity 
leads to the production of original works or to innovation and effective solutions to problems 
particularly with the unique characteristics of international graduate students.   
University-wide and Program-Specific Orientation Programs 
 In some higher education institutions in America, orientation programs are coordinated 
by different academic units and administrative offices; however, the overall goal is to transition 
new students to campus.  Some educational institutions offer program-specific orientation and 
university wide campus orientation.   For specific academic content learning opportunities and 
program policies, it may be suitable to host a program specific orientation.  For university-wide 
campus resources and social activities, it may be best to conduct an information session on 
various topics for all students at the general graduate student orientation.    
 The findings from this study suggested that some international graduate students had a 
greater preference for academic integration in comparison to learning about social activities and 
student organizations on campus.  Particularly international graduate students with a thesis 
option both at the master’s or doctorate level, the general graduate student orientation provided 
them with social support but was ineffective in achieving their academic concerns.  For instance, 
many international doctoral students preferred topics related to teaching, research or graduate 
assistantship as well as academic expectations and training seminars to be addressed at a 
program-specific orientation.  Since many American higher educational institutions offer both 
departmental and university-wide orientation programs, it may be useful to coordinate efforts 
between both programs in engendering a comprehensive integration.  In particular, it would be 
useful to have a better understanding of the transition experience of international graduate 
students and how those needs are being addressed by individual department or through the 
university-wide orientation.  Consider, for example, the needs for international doctoral students 
may be different than the needs of international master’s students.  The key component is 
coordination and communication across different departments.   
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 Finally, the campus wide orientation was only offered in the fall term at the site 
institution.  While the number of international graduate students matriculating subsequent to the 
fall quarter was relatively low, it was important for the site institution to create a welcoming 
climate for them by hosting an orientation program throughout the academic year in assisting 
them to transition to graduate study.  After all, international graduate students were most likely 
to experience campus life differently than domestic students.   
Summary 
 The new wave of international graduate students will continue to set sail on American 
shores.  University stakeholders can be the lighthouse to guide these students safely to our 
coasts.  They can provide students with the necessary tools they need to successfully navigate 
their graduate education journey.  Institutional commitment is a must for international graduate 
students to attain the necessary skills to maximize their graduate experience while transitioning 
successfully into their graduate study.   
The IGSA webinar program was the initial stage in demonstrating that level of 
commitment to international graduate students.  Many of them had minimal knowledge about the 
American lifestyle, culture and educational system.  It was imperative for the University to 
provide them with a general overview on different academic, social and cultural activities on 
campus, while engender a sense of belonging within the community among faculty, professional 
staff and students.   
  In the effort to help American universities and colleges better serve international 
graduate students, university stakeholders need to acknowledge and appreciate the diverse group 
of international graduate students on campus by advocating for them.  Even with the strong rip 
current on the American coastlines, we can work together to safely navigate them to land and 
wish them a pleasant continuation of their journey.     
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Appendix A 
Informed Consent Form (Online)  
 The Webinar Survey and the Acculturation Survey   
Study Title: Maximizing the Experience of International Graduate Students: A Case-Study 
We are asking you to be in a research study.  You do not have to be in this study. If you say yes, you can quit the 
study at any time. Please take as much time as you need to make your choice.  Call or email us if you need more 
information. 
Your medical or observational care will not change in any way if you say no. 
Why sign this document? 
To be in this study, you must select “Yes” to this statement of consent form.  
Why are you doing this research study? 
The data collected during this study will be used by the researcher to answer the following questions:  
· What are the academic, social, and cultural histories of international graduate students and how does an 
existing pre-orientation program acknowledge, appreciate and address these histories?  
· What strategies and techniques do international graduate students employ to cope in their new 
environment?  
· What policies and procedures does an educational institution employ to bridge the disconnects between 
student needs and institutional commitment? 
What happens if I say yes, I want to be in the study? 
If you say yes, we will: 
Ask about your perceptions of acculturation in the United States after the conclusion of the pre-orientation program  
There is no right or wrong answer to these questions.  You can skip any question you do not want to answer. 
How long will the study take? 
This research is being conducted in three phases.  Phase One of this research study is conducted after the conclusion 
of the pre-orientation program. Phase two is conducted after the conclusion of the general graduate student 
orientation program. Phase one and two of this study require you to fill out a short program survey which takes 
about 7 to 9 minutes of your time.  Phase three of this research, which is a focus group, will be conducted with ten 
other people.  Should you volunteer for Phase three of this research study, and be selected for participation in that 
phase, it will take an additional hour of your time. 
What am I being asked to do? 
This research study is composed of three phases. 
All those who agree to participate will take the program survey at the conclusion of the pre-orientation program and 
at the end of the general student orientation program. This electronic survey is about 7 to 9 minutes long.  This 
survey measures your perceptions of acculturation in the United States and the effectiveness of the program, needs 
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assessment and feedback for improving the program.  It will provide data that will be useful in driving the 
professional development in higher education at [site university] and helpfully elsewhere.  
Ten random students chosen at random who have successfully completed the general graduate student orientation 
will be invited to take part in a semi-structured focus group for about one hour. Observations will be used for the 
sole purpose of the research study and will not be used for evaluation purposes. Participants will need to sign off on 
the consent form prior to the study.  
The interviews will be conducted by a part-time Drexel doctoral student who lives off campus in order to ensure the 
participants are comfortable sharing information.  
The transcription from the interviews will be analyzed and coded for themes only by the researcher.  All data will be 
securely protected. All data collected will be kept in the locked offices of the researcher. The computer used by the 
researcher is password protected and utilized solely by researcher.  
Phase one, two and three of this research study will only be performed once per participant. 
What happens if I say no, I do not want to be in the study? 
You may decide not to take part in the voluntarily research. If you choose not to participate in the study, your 
relationship with [site university] will not be affected in any way; however none of your information will be used in 
the study.  
What happens if I say yes, but change my mind later? 
If you agree to take part in the research now but wish to stop at any time it will not be held against you. 
If you decide to leave the research, contact the researcher so that the researcher can remove your data from the data 
collection and analysis.  
Who will see my answers or my personal information? 
The only people allowed to see your answers will be the people who work on the study, people who make sure we 
run our study the right way, and [site university] administrators that will have access to data and information that has 
been provided on surveys used for this research study. 
Your survey answers and a copy of this document will be locked in our files.  
When we share the results of the study in the final written dissertation, or any journal articles that may be written 
that include the results of this study, we will not include your name.  We will do our best to make sure no one 
outside the study will know you are a part of the study. 
Will it cost me anything to be in the study? 
No. 
Will I be paid for my time? 
No. 
Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me? 
There are no risks to participating in this study.  
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What if I have questions? 
Please call the head of the study, Dr. Fredricka Reisman, 215-895-6771, if you have: 
Have any questions about the study. 
Have questions about your rights. 
Feel you have been injured in any way by being in this study. 
You can also call the Office of Human Research at 215-255-7857 to ask questions about this study. 
Do I have to sign this document? 
No. You only sign this document if you want to be in Phase One of this study.  You will sign this document by 
selecting “Yes” to this statement of consent form. 
What should I do if I want to be in the study? 
You select “Yes” to this statement of consent form. 
By selecting “Yes” to this statement of consent form you are saying: 
You agree to be in this study. 
You can skip questions you do not want to answer. 
You can stop answering our questions at any time and nothing will happen to you. 
You can call the office in charge of research at 215-255-7857 if you have any questions about the study or your 
rights.  
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Appendix B 
Webinar (Pre-Orientation Program) Evaluation  
Thank you for attending the IGSA webinar (either live or through the video recording).  In order to help 
us continue to make our webinars better, please provide your feedback by filling out a brief survey. 
Demographics: 
         Gender  
  Male             Female          Transgender 
         Age       ____________   
         Country of Origin      ____________     
Which webinar presentation did you attend? 
 August 4, 2016 (live)      August 12, 2016 (live)       View the recording 
How did you hear about the IGSA 2016 webinar?  
 IGSA website    IGSA email    Facebook   Word of mouth 
 Others (specify) __________________________________ 
Why did you attend this webinar? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
The topics covered were relevant: 
☐                             ☐                              ☐                         ☐                                    ☐         
Agree strongly    Agree somewhat       Neutral       Disagree somewhat       Disagree strongly 
The level of presentation was appropriate: 
☐                             ☐                              ☐                         ☐                                    ☐         
Agree strongly    Agree somewhat       Neutral       Disagree somewhat       Disagree strongly 
The panel discussion comprised of current international graduate students was helpful: 
☐                             ☐                              ☐                         ☐                                    ☐         
Agree strongly    Agree somewhat       Neutral       Disagree somewhat       Disagree strongly 
 
The speakers were knowledgeable: 
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☐                             ☐                              ☐                         ☐                                    ☐         
Agree strongly    Agree somewhat       Neutral       Disagree somewhat       Disagree strongly 
Your overall experience from the webinar: 
☐                         ☐                                  ☐                         ☐                                    ☐          
Very satisfied  Somewhat Satisfied     Neutral         Somewhat Unsatisfied      Very Unsatisfied 
How likely are you to recommend this type of event to an incoming international graduate student? 
 
☐                             ☐                              ☐                         ☐                                    ☐         
Very Likely    Somewhat Likely Neutral  Somewhat Unlikely Very Unlikely 
How did attending this webinar affect your overall impression of the University? 
☐  Positively  ☐  Negatively  ☐   No Change 
Would you be interested in helping at a future webinar? 
☐  Yes  ☐ No  ☐  Maybe 
 Which of the following types of webinar discussions would you like to see more of? 
☐  Cultural Events 
☐  Educational Events 
☐  Career/Professional Development Events 
☐  Social Events 
☐  Sporting Events 
☐  Others: (specify) _________________________________________ 
The webinar provided me with useful information 
☐                             ☐                              ☐                         ☐                                    ☐         
Agree strongly    Agree somewhat       Neutral       Disagree somewhat       Disagree strongly 
The information provided during the webinar met my expectations 
☐                             ☐                              ☐                         ☐                                    ☐         
Agree strongly    Agree somewhat       Neutral       Disagree somewhat       Disagree strongly 
My participation in the webinar has increased my knowledge of American lifestyles and culture 
☐                             ☐                              ☐                         ☐                                    ☐         
Agree strongly    Agree somewhat       Neutral       Disagree somewhat       Disagree strongly 
I have a better general understanding of the academic expectations of my graduate program 
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☐                             ☐                              ☐                         ☐                                    ☐         
Agree strongly    Agree somewhat       Neutral       Disagree somewhat       Disagree strongly 
The webinar provided me with information about campus activities  
☐                             ☐                              ☐                         ☐                                    ☐         
Agree strongly    Agree somewhat       Neutral       Disagree somewhat       Disagree strongly 
The webinar provided me with information about student social activities 
☐                             ☐                              ☐                         ☐                                    ☐         
Agree strongly    Agree somewhat       Neutral       Disagree somewhat       Disagree strongly 
I was satisfied with the overall content of the webinar 
☐                             ☐                              ☐                         ☐                                    ☐         
Agree strongly    Agree somewhat       Neutral       Disagree somewhat       Disagree strongly 
 Very 
Dissatisfied 
Slightly 
Dissatisfied 
Neutral Slightly 
Satisfied 
Very 
Satisfied 
Quality of 
Webinar 
     
Amount of 
Information 
Received 
     
Timeliness of 
Webinar 
     
Availability of 
Resources on 
Campus 
     
Commitment 
to Helping 
You 
Transition to 
Your New 
Academic 
Environment 
     
 
Summative Questions: 
1. Were your expectations met? If so, in what ways? If not, in what ways? 
2. What part of the webinar was most useful in helping you to transition to graduate 
school? 
3. Do you feel that by participating in the webinar you are more knowledgeable about 
the American lifestyles and culture? If so, in what ways? If not, in what ways? 
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4. Do you have a general understanding about the academic expectations of your 
graduate program? If so, please provide some specific examples from the webinar?  If 
not, what can we do better?  
5. How did the webinar increase your understanding about campus activities and social 
outlets? If so, in what ways? If not, in what ways? 
6. How do you feel about the overall quality of the webinar program?  
7. What is one thing that should not change during the webinar? 
8. What one thing or few things should be modified during the webinar? 
9.  Please share any feedback you may have to improve the quality of the webinar 
program. 
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Appendix C 
 Qualitative Feedback from Respondents about the IGSA Webinar  
Questions Feedback 
Grading Scale 
Summative Data from Respondents  
#1: Were 
your 
expectations 
met? Why or 
why? 
 
Satisfactory 
 
“Yes. This webinar g[a]ve me a lot of help in terms of university policies. 
After the webinar, I am more familiar with the policy on health care [options], 
[course] electives and scholarships.” 
 
“I was delighted to attend the webinar. The webinar met my expectations. It 
was first of a kind [I] attended and [I] liked the presentation of the webinar 
very much. I like the way [the host] presented the webinar. The presentation 
was quite impressive and helpful. It was a great experience witnessing the 
webinar at ease of sitting at home. The questions were very relevant and to the 
needs of international graduates. Anyone who w[as] putting their queries were 
being answered by the panelists. I liked the way it was conducted and so 
many students participated in it & their questions being answered 
simultaneously. This webinar made everyone an active participant. I like to 
participate more in such kind of webinars in future. The webinars are simple 
and informative and make the viewers participate at the ease from their 
homes. The webinar covered all the topics required for international graduates 
with nice solutions & answers. I look forward to attend more such webinars.” 
 
“Yeah, they were [be]cause I wan[ted] [to] know more info about 
[assistantships like] RA,TA. And the [panelists] answered my questions 
clearly and gave me some advices.” 
 
“My expectations were met as the topics of concern that I had, they were 
covered properly ranging from immunization form related queries to 
insurance plans and the general topics that would help an incoming 
international student to transition from the point of view of education as well 
as dealing with the culture shock. I'd like to thank the people involved in the 
process of making such a webinar happen and would like to be involved in 
any such event in the future to help the other incoming students.” 
 
“My expectations were met mainly because important topics like F-1 VISA 
policies and immunization requirements were discussed.” 
 
“My expectations were fully met as the webinar completely covered and 
answered most of the questions and concerns that international students could 
have during the transition process.” 
 
“My expectations were met. The webinar provided me with helpful 
information about the first step [for] international students must take upon 
arrival. Therefore[,] I found many answers interesting and useful for me.” 
 
“Yes. I went to undergraduate in the [U]nited [S]tates so there weren't [that] 
many surprises.” 
 
“My expectations were met. There were certain topics discussed like 
immunization, visa related issues and financial information. All the 
information provided was useful and precise; however, things about the 
American culture and social activities were not discussed much in details.” 
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“The webinar meets my expect[at]ions very much. During the webinar, my 
questions [were] addressed. Along with the discussion among the incoming 
students, I met other students with similar majors.” 
 
“Most of my questions [were] answered. More than 30 international students 
took part in this [second] webinar and there were many common concerns 
among upcoming graduate students. It is a very effective method to inform 
and prepare new students for the future life at [site university].” 
 
“I was expecting more information about course registration and orientation. 
Also something more content specific. Overall it was very good.” 
 
“I did not have much expectation about the webinar [since] we have already 
discussed most of [the] topics in our [WhatsApp] group. Some information 
w[as] new. So [I’m] satisfied.” 
 
“80% of my expectations were met in the webinar. I needed more information 
regarding health insurance and immunizations and academic courses.” 
 
“Yes, about 95%. This was the first time I had a face to face conversation 
with members of the University and it was great. It cleared most of my doubts 
in a short period time and was very useful. The remaining 5% of my 
expectation was to have more of these social/information sessions before we 
depart home.” 
 
“Yes, they were met to some extent. Since this was first of a kind for us and 
communicating through computers, I personally felt that more doubts can be 
cleared if we could have a live session in person after we arrive there. I 
personally have many silly doubts or rather I don't have much knowledge 
about a few things which I feel that with the course of time shall extinguish. 
Overall, it was a fabulous effort from the [site institution] team and I must 
agree on the fact that it did answer new questions and taught us many new 
things. Such webinars are very helpful for international students before they 
arrive there and also before actual orientations take place.” 
 
“My expectations were fully met. I saw the recordings and it clarified most of 
the doubt I had in my mind about new education system to get used to. It gave 
[me] a head start with my future endeavors at [the site university]. Thanks for 
hosting this webinar and I totally agree to keep organizing such activities for 
incoming students.” 
 
“I have attended the webinar to understand the pre-arrival process and get 
clarified on a couple of queries which I was having. I got the clarification for 
my queries in the webinar.” 
 
“[Y]es, it provided me with a lot of information about the university, and the 
answers [were] professional. I have a better know[l]edge about our school 
now.” 
 
“Yes, the expectations were met very well. 1: The presentation covered all the 
points which are the exact queries of any international student. 2: The 
discussion panel was really interactive and all the answers from my fellow 
batch mates were answered which helped me understand more about life of an 
international student in U.S.A.” 
 
“Most of my expectations were met; however, the group was full of students 
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and there was not enough time to ask all the questions. I like the moderator's 
respect and guidance during the webinar, but because of the time limit he 
couldn't direct all the questions to the relevant authorities. In my opinion, 
some of the questions were too specific such as "[What] is the typical day of 
an engineer[ing] student?" To prevent others from listening the typical day of 
an engineer, it could be divided into subgroups based on majors or marital 
status, because some other students asked questions about their wives arrivals, 
and so on. For others, listening to all these irrelevant questions was a waste of 
time. But, thank you for spending your time. I felt [the site institution] cares 
[about] students.” 
 
Neutral 
 
“I went through the whole recording just to make sure that I wasn’t missing 
out on information. However, I have been here in the U.S.A. for 12 years and 
have completed both undergrad and master’s degrees here so a lot of it I 
already knew or have found out because of previous experience. This may be 
helpful for a completely new international student.” 
 
“Well, [to a] certain extend, it does especially on healthcare [immunizations] 
stuff. The second webinar was pretty good, although the sequence of 
questions [were] a little bit irrel[e]vant. For next time, collect students’ 
questions before the start of webinar, and categorize them into different 
part[s]. In this case, students can easily know which part they should pay 
more attention [and] not waste [time] on questions that they [aren’t] interested 
in. Regardless, the webinars [did] help me a lot. Thank you for making these 
great video[s].” 
 
“Somewhat. It is good that we can ask questions during the webinar, but the 
[speakers] spoke a bit fast so that I cannot follow sometimes. Perhaps my 
listening comprehension is a bit poor.” 
 
“I had expected a more detailed webinar. Most of the answers [can be found] 
online especially related to health insurance. It would have been better [if] 
they had a detailed knowledge about alternative health insurance schemes and 
telling us whether an alternative plan would meet the requirements. As 
[i]nternational students[,] we are new to the environment at [site] university 
and we hope to see a better webinar in the future.” 
 
“Considering that two webinars were scheduled and that a couple of reminder 
emails were sent out, I assumed that the webinar would offer more 
information than what was already available online on the [site university’s] 
website. It was still helpful but I have already read most of it online.” 
 
“[M]y expectations were somewhat met because [I] was expecting more 
information on off-campus housing. 
 
“I was looking for [a] more detailed webinar about career, and the 
presentation could be divided into two sessions for master’s and Ph.D. 
students.” 
 
Unsatisfactory 
 
“I tried logging in to the live sessions but had trouble with my audio. And [I] 
received the recordings after both the sessions were over. So, [I] could not 
participate and clear up any doubts.” 
 
“Sometimes, I was unable to hear what the panelists were trying to say 
because of only a single mic[rophone] placed in the center of table. I would 
like to recommend that in the next webinar depending upon the panelists, 
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there should be more microphone[s].” 
 
  
Questions Feedback 
Grading Scale 
Summative Data from Respondents  
#2 What part 
of the 
webinar was 
most useful in 
helping you to 
transition to 
graduate 
school? 
 
Satisfactory “The Q&A [session]” 
 
“The [D]ragon [C]ard policy (obtaining a student identification card)” 
 
“Information about campus activities (like the gym)” 
 
“Every part of the webinar was equally important and relevant. The webinar 
should be attended by all to know all the information about the University and 
its requirements, campus resources, health insurance plans, academic 
programs and services. Every part has its own importance and all the parts 
play an important role in helping us to transition to graduate school.” 
 
“The live communication with those teachers” 
 
“The Q/A session where we interact[ed] with the panel[ists].” 
 
“The information about University policies and various opportunities for 
achieving academic and professional goals.” 
 
“The part that covers information about housing [options] and services 
available on campus was the most helpful.” 
 
 “Grad[uate] life at [site institution]” 
 
“The brief introduction [about] course registration was help[ful].” 
 
“The part [about] health insurance and immunization was the most useful for 
students because all students do not know or have prior knowledge what they 
have to do before arriving to [site institution]. The staff from the [health 
insurance office] explained and mentioned as much as she could.” 
 
“Immunization, financial information and visa Information w[ere] the most 
useful.” 
 
“It was a helpful reminder of the different aspects of graduate school.” 
 
The [presentation] at the beginning of the webinar provide[d] me a wide 
[range] of knowledge [about] the university. However, the Q&A section 
solved most of my confusion and clearly guide[d] me about the transition to 
school.” 
 
“Questions regarding health insurance and immunization [records] and 
information regarding academic advising.” 
 
“Topics on acquiring a Dragon [ID] Card, opening a bank account, applying 
for a SSN [social security number], avoiding plagiarism, and checking out 
books at the library.” 
 
“The interaction between current students, faculty and new students.” 
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“When questions were answered by the respected officials during the panel 
discussion.” 
 
“The initial presentation [gave] me a glimpse of the pre-arrival procedures 
and later the Q&A session from the panel helped [to] get the doubts cleared. 
So, most part of the webinar is helpful [with] the transition.” 
 
“People recommended useful academic departments and their e-mail 
address[es].” 
 
Neutral No data available. 
Unsatisfactory No data available. 
 
Questions Feedback 
Grading Scale 
Summative Data from Respondents  
#3: Do you 
feel by 
participating 
in the webinar 
you are more 
knowledgeable 
about 
American 
Lifestyle and 
Culture? 
 
Satisfactory “Yes, [I] feel [I] have gained knowledge about American lifestyle and 
culture. [I] got knowledge about how the American education system works. 
I came to know about the American campus resources, academic programs 
and services. It was helpful.” 
 
“Yeah, I do [be]cause the host told about many things about the American 
life, this could be a useful introduction for international students to the 
American culture.” 
 
In fact, the webinar clearly helped me get more knowledgeable about 
American lifestyle and culture, but I need to participate (definitely in-person) 
in classes and different social events to obtain a better and complete 
understanding about American lifestyle.” 
 
“Gives you an insight about the cultural diversity in America.” 
 
“Yes, the American lifestyles are more freely where everyone can speak out 
their idea.” 
 
“Yes, the way things work out there and the way people show 
professionalism is what I loved about the American lifestyle. [The] system in 
America is much more disciplined and well organized.”  
 
“Yes, I would say somewhat. I've got some idea about the American culture 
but I am sure it's not complete until I experience it on my own.” 
 
“Webinar gave me resourceful information to know more about American 
culture.” 
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Neutral “Other than the sport activities in Philadelphia, the webinar does not show 
other information about American lifestyle. American lifestyle is really a big 
topic and may be hard to show in a short webinar. Maybe next time set a sub-
topic about American Lifestyle?” 
 
“I partly agree [to] this. We received answers to all the queries but I feel that 
it would be better if there is a separate webinar which would explain 
American lifestyles and culture.” 
 
“I have been in the [U.S.] for a few years, so the webinar did not impact me 
too much.” 
 
“In my view, even if you try to explain and describe the American lifestyle, 
you cannot understand exactly and properly without living among these 
people.” 
 
“I'm already quite familiar with the American lifestyle and culture so that 
aspect of the webinar didn't really add anything to my existing knowledge.” 
 
“I feel that I have little knowledge about American culture since it's quite 
different between Chinese and American [people]. I'm not a native English 
speaker, and I have to pay more attention [of] the words during the webinar. 
In that case, I neglected much about the speaking style or culture part.” 
 
“I don’t think there was any mention about American lifestyle and culture. 
Only information about Philly was conveyed and that was conveyed well 
enough.” 
 
“I have already been living in the Philly area, so the information wasn’t new 
for me. But I think the presentation was very helpful for new students.” 
 
“A webinar will not be enough in getting to know the lifestyles and culture 
fully but it was helpful to some extent.” 
 
“I do not agree completely. Not much of American lifestyles/cultures were 
discussed; however, many assumptions were clarified.” 
 
“The webinar could be more useful if it can provide specific links about 
transportation and convenient services (restaurants, grocery shops, libraries, 
etc.)” 
 
“As I remember, they only told us about American lifestyles and there were 
lots of different restaurants and cafes for students. Philadelphia is an 
historical city and has many cultural places to visit. But it [could] be told in 
more details.” 
 
Unsatisfactory “No, because I've been here for a long time so it might've not helped me [as] 
much [as for] the other new students.” 
 
“Not really more knowledgeable about American lifestyle and culture. The 
webinar focused more on the specific queries [for] incoming students about 
[graduate] school.” 
 
“No, I have travelled to [U.S.] earlier and so knowing the American culture 
and lifestyle wasn't new for me. The webinar did not have much regarding 
American lifestyle and culture.” 
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“More attention is needed about American lifestyle and culture. The majority 
of questions asked by us were about academic life on campus.” 
 
“No. It mainly addressed the important aspects needed before coming to the 
university, which I believe was the purpose of the webinar.” 
 
“In the webinar, we have discussed more of individual specific queries rather 
than the cultural differences. The queries were related mostly to the course 
work and for individuals to survive here. So, the answer to this question is 
no.” 
 
“I do not think so. There is little information about American lifestyle and 
culture, I think.” 
 
“The webinar didn't cover much of American lifestyle. There can be a 
different session to help overcome the culture shock that many of the students 
may face after arriving.” 
 
 
Questions Feedback 
Grading Scale 
Summative Data from Respondents  
#4: Do you 
have a general 
understanding 
about the 
academic 
expectations 
of your 
graduate 
program? 
 
Satisfactory “I do remember that all international students are required to complete at least 
9 credits, and all credits need to be [site institution] credits.” 
 
“I got a general understanding about the academic expectations of my 
graduate program. I understood the requirements of the academic program. I 
understood the emphasis of both theoretical and practical skills.” 
 
“Yeah, but [I] also wish in the future, different academ[ic units] can have 
their own specific webinar so that we can know more teachers from our own 
[academic department].” 
 
“Yes, I have a general understanding of the academic expectations. The need 
to be on top of a progressive plan of study and ensuring that the learning 
curve elevates with time.” 
 
“Yes, I do. That [PowerPoint] was so informative. I wish I can have it.” 
 
“Yes, the webinar had provided me with useful information about my 
graduate program in terms of enrollment process, campus housing and 
services, and specifically the frequently asked questions part of the webinar 
which answered the questions from international students.” 
 
“Yes, I do have [a] general understanding about academic expectations. I 
understood that we have to complete at least 3 courses per quarter and we 
must complete the core requirements in order to receive the degree.” 
 
“I understand from the webinar that [site] university has a rigorous 
coursework. Besides Philadelphia being a lively city, the main purpose of a 
student is studying.” 
 
“Yes. Academics come first and should be given a top priority.” 
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“Through this webinar, I realized that a graduate program at [site university] 
is very intensive and exciting. For example, instructors and current students 
gave examples of courses, and they encouraged us to [use] time effectively 
and wisely.” 
 
“Topics like academic credits and co-op[erative education]” 
 
“Yes, just like how to find a research professor.” 
 
“Yeah it did because the panel consisted of different members like graduates 
doing MS or Ph.D. who were able to explain the academic expectation of our 
graduate program.” 
 
“Yes, like the point of contacts of administrative departments.” 
 
Neutral “I think that you can add a section to introduce something about study life in 
America.” 
 
“I think the academic expectations of every graduate program differ and are 
very individual. I feel that to really grasp the expectations towards 
coursework on one hand, or towards teaching on the other, I would need to 
get information from members of my department.” 
 
“Not yet, it could tell more about the related courses and how the class[es] 
connected with the real world.” 
 
“As for me, I already have a general understanding about the academic 
expectations of my program before the webinar. After several discussions 
with my advisor, I understand the program expectation until graduation.”  
 
“My friends [have] already studied in the U.S.A. So I already have some 
ideas about the academic expectation.” 
 
“This webinar was more about the general process of pre and post departure 
checklists. Nothing specific to my [academic] program was discussed. Maybe 
a webinar like this specific to my department involving few faculty members 
would provide me a solid expectation and guideline.” 
 
“I [have] a general understanding not about academic expectations but about 
the future life in Philadelphia.” 
 
“Yes, I have a general understanding about the academic expectations. Most 
of the panelists stressed on the statement of students are to learn and excel. 
They sa[id] that the primary objective is to study. After the primary objective 
is satisfied or stabilized in the initial days of transition, participate in various 
student organizations and events based on the interest.” 
 
“Yes, I have a general understanding about the academic expectations of my 
graduate program. However, academic details were not a topic in the webinar. 
I think that discussing each academic program is out of scope for such a 
webinar. The topics discussed were fine. Webinars regarding specific 
academic programs may also be organized. But that will be handled in the 
departmental orientations.” 
 
“I do. It will mostly be comprised of hard work.” 
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Unsatisfactory “No, because it did not talk about topics on professional development.” 
 
“No, the academic expectation varied, so we didn’t know much about our 
program. However, it is [not] a big problem because we can research it.  
 
“No. The panel discussion did not consist of any one from my department.” 
 
No. If [I] may, [I] would like more information about course details and 
concentration. Divide the topics by interest and it will help us learn better.” 
 
“Academic expectations were not discussed in details at the webinar.” 
 
“No. I think different departments can hold webinars for their students to 
address these questions.” 
 
“I'd like to say as for me, it does not help so much on my graduate program. I 
suggest that you could provide more details on the first year study. After all, 
the first year is the most confusing year for us.” 
 
 
Questions Feedback 
Grading Scale 
Summative Data from Respondents  
#5: How did 
the webinar 
increase your 
understanding 
about campus 
activities and 
social outlets? 
Satisfactory “It helped me understand what was available in terms of the gym, for 
example.” 
 
“Yes. The webinar introduced IGSA. I know more about what activities I can 
participate.” 
 
“[I] was able to get a feeling how the campus will be and the people around 
me [like] professors.” 
 
“The webinar increased my understanding about campus activities and social 
outlets. [I] would like to attend more webinars about these topics.” 
 
“[Y]eah, it did. Teachers told a lot of the info at [site university].” 
 
“Got to know the various associations/groups for different social/cultural 
activities.” 
 
“They introduced some departments which often hold campus activities and 
this will help us to learn more about activities.” 
 
“It covered the various events that the IGSA creates and manages for 
graduate students [like] how to maintain a balance between work and fun life. 
Also, events that would provide international students to take part in sports.” 
 
“It gave so much information about do's and don'ts, which I was looking for.” 
 
“The webinar provided me with general information about campus activities 
and social outlets by pointing out different social events and activities that 
regularly take place at [site institution].” 
 
“International [G]raduate [S]tudent [A]ssociation [and] Pragathi [are] very 
much involved in organizing various social and cultural events.” 
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“As an international student, I've never been to our university. The 
introduction about campus life show[ed] me a lot of activities at school. And 
the questions from other incoming students encouraged me to be part of 
campus life.” 
 
“I got a lot of information that [I] didn't know before.” 
 
“The webinar provided good information about campus life such [as] food 
markets, student services, and accommodations.” 
 
“They talked about dragon cards, gym and other activities. The discussion 
about Dragon Dollars (meal plans) was useful and student associations that 
we can be part of.” 
 
“Gave me [a] good idea about the opportunities available [on] campus.” 
 
“I have known much about how to live on campus through the webinar.” 
 
“Well[,] I came to know about a lot more than just YouTube videos.” 
 
“The introduction about Welcome Week." 
 
Neutral “I'm not very interested in it because this professional learning task is heavy, 
and I will not spend too much time on activities.” 
 
“Not much. Very few things about campus activities and social event were 
discussed.” 
 
“Again, it was mostly things I had read about prior to the webinar so it was 
[a] nice reminder about the different things that happen on campus.” 
 
“It gave a very basic outlook on social outlets.” 
 
“Could have been more detailed.” 
 
“It gave a general idea of what to expect when we arrive at the university.” 
 
“I got some idea about the social outlets and campus activities. This topic was 
not fully covered in these areas.” 
 
Unsatisfactory “I think, no. Most questions were related to immunization and also, they did 
not say anything about campus activities and social outlets. If they said it, I 
[did] not catch the question and answer.” 
 
“There wasn't much discussion about the campus activities.” 
 
“The webinar wasn't touching much on campus activities or social outlets.” 
 
“We were not told about campus activities and social outlets in details during 
the webinar.” 
 
“I feel that the overall presentation is too general and needs to be more 
detailed.” 
  
“I only sensed that [the site university] gives importance to sports. I don't 
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have information about other campus activities.” 
 
 
Questions Feedback 
Grading Scale 
Summative Data from Respondents  
#6: How do 
you feel about 
the overall 
quality of the 
webinar? 
Satisfactory “Great, there were lots of questions asked by fellow students that [I] haven't 
thought about.” 
 
“It's great. Thank you bringing such good web[in]ar to us. It does help.” 
 
“It's good and thank everyone. I think if we can download the [PowerPoint] 
file somewhere, so that we don't need to watch the video every time that 
would be very helpful.” 
 
“The overall quality of the webinar program was excellent and nice.” 
 
“It was excellent. All the doubts were cleared, even if they were very trivial.” 
 
“I am totally satisfied with the overall quality of the webinar as it covered 
almost anything that international students must know about during the 
transition to graduate program.” 
 
“I think the webinar was really good and I am thankful for the effort and time 
spent.” 
 
“It was great - 10/10.” 
 
“I think, it was good and interesting for me because I have never attended an 
online program.” 
 
“It was implemented very nicely.” 
 
“Overall[,] the webinar was well organized. There was considerable 
information in the webinar. However, I felt that it didn't cover enough 
information about campus activities, social life and academic expectations at 
[site university].” 
 
“Very good. It saved me a lot of time, and provided me knowledge about life 
at [site university] and America.” 
 
“[The] [o]verall quality of the webinar was decent.” 
 
“The webinar was well organized. [The host] did an amazing job as a 
moderator. Thanks to him, my important queries were answered. In addition, 
the panelists answered all the relevant queries.” 
 
“The webinar program was good. It would have been much better if it would 
have been for a specific group like MS students together and Ph.D students 
separately so that topics related to the particular group could be discussed 
more clearly and more time could be spent on a particular group.” 
 
“It was a good experience and helped in solving the queries and through 
fellow participants.” 
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“It was great. Topics were covered well. Questions were satisfactorily 
answered.” 
 
Neutral “It was ok, maybe too long.” 
 
“It was very nice to have a webinar before even arriving at the [site] 
university. However, the questions weren't answered as good as they should 
have been.” 
 
“It was good for any new person to [site] university. Need more information 
on all other aspects like work-study facilities for students, etc.” 
 
“I have neutral feeling about the webinar.” 
 
“Because of the time limit and the number of students who attended the 
webinar, it was okay.” 
 
Unsatisfactory “The network is not steady enough.” 
 
“The overall quality [is] not good.” 
 
 
Questions Feedback 
Grading Scale 
Summative Data from Respondents  
#7: What is 
one thing that 
should not 
change 
during the 
webinar? 
Satisfactory “The ma[i]n host [spoke] clear and he was easy to understand, [I] think it 
should not change in the future webinar, if that's what you [are] ask[ing].” 
 
“The introduc[tion] of IGSA.” 
 
“[The] pan[el] discussion should remain.” 
 
“How to get used to the university life.” 
 
“The presentation & [t]he level of participation from students.” 
 
“The live communication with teachers.” 
 
“Having current international students as part of the webinar.” 
 
“The panel comprised of people who belonged to various departments and 
help[ed] international students to have a better academic experience and 
more.” 
 
“The quality of webinar (technical aspects) as well as the information 
provided by the panelists.” 
 
“Time allotted to Q & A should not change because it covers every corner of 
the query. Secondly, the start time of the webinar, it was quite friendly to me 
here in India.” 
 
“Patient.” 
 
“The timely delivery.” 
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“The principle of the webinar for students.” 
 
“The time of the seminar was good.” 
 
“The number of members of the panel and a wide variety of people from 
different departments.” 
 
“Description about the [university].” 
 
“The one thing that should not be changed is the panel. The panel was a 
mix[ture] of students and some officials [from] IGSA and ISSS.” 
 
“It was well planned, coherent, and comprehensive. It also didn't take up too 
much time.” 
 
“The Q&A part which provided me with an opportunity to ask questions face 
to face with faculty members.” 
 
“The aim to help new graduate students.” 
 
“The duration of webinar.” 
 
“Interactive session.” 
 
“Bringing in a diverse group of people.” 
 
“Video Recording and presence of guests.” 
 
“People of different backgrounds answered our questions.” 
 
“Including current graduate students to take part in [t]he webinar definitely 
boosts the morale and confidence of the new students.” 
 
“The panel was very friendly and open.” 
 
“As far as I am concerned, the one thing that should not be changed is the 
introduction about what we should take during the [pre-arrival] trip to come to 
school and something about "Welcome Week." 
 
“Moderator shouldn't change. He did his best to [take] questions from 
students and direct them to the panelists.” 
 
Neutral “Make a brief description about what shall students do before they come to 
the university.” 
 
Unsatisfactory No data available 
 
Questions Feedback 
Grading Scale 
Summative Data from Respondents  
#8: What one 
or few things 
should be 
Satisfactory “In my opinion, the overall quality of the webinar is fairly satisfactory and it 
may need minor modifications in terms of picture and voice quality.” 
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modified 
during the 
webinar? 
Neutral “Presenters need to speak clearly.” 
 
“Categorize the questions by topic.” 
 
“It would be helpful if the university had a list of pre-approved alternative 
[health insurance] plans posted on the website.” 
 
“One person cannot be viewed on the web camera. The web camera has to be 
adjusted correctly to fit everyone.” 
 
“Maybe have a FAQ section which covers some of the questions students 
always ask so that during the Webinar we can cater to different questions.” 
 
“The main focus of webinar was on immunization records and VISA 
regulations, which is good. It would have been better if we had more 
information on social events and sports and other activities at [site 
university].” 
 
“During the email that was sent out, you could have a database [of] questions 
from students who [cannot] attend the webinar but can only watch the 
recordings later. So then, their questions could also be answered.” 
 
“If we could have seniors from every major, it will be helpful if they could 
provide us some direct exposure to the course.” 
 
“Bringing academic heads [from] different departments as well as the head of 
coop program and professional development.” 
 
“They could have included some academic advisors.” 
 
“Each panelist to be given a separate microphone.” 
 
“For the section I took part in, there were many questions about immunization 
records. Maybe next time, the faculties in charge of this department give more 
general information before the Q&A phase, so that time can be saved later to 
ask similar questions about immunization.” 
 
“Individual sessions should be conducted for topics like health insurance and 
immunizations.” 
 
“There were few people in the webinar which spoke absolutely nothing or 
rather they didn’t address the questions from their field. Maybe bringing in 
some other people or people related to more generic topics, so that we could 
utilize their experience to the maximum.” 
 
“I think the time to begin the webinar should be modified because the first 
web[inar] started too late.” 
 
“Maybe discuss a few things about what is different about American culture 
and lifestyle that we as international students should be aware of and not 
based on stereotypes from social media.” 
 
“More topics regarding some cultural events can be introduced.” 
 
“Discussion can be compartmentalized.” 
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“Maybe the staff should give us some instructions on how to begin the new 
term before the Q and A.” 
 
“Speak slowly.” 
 
“Some information on course registration and provide some type of checklists 
before webinar.” 
 
“I had difficulty understanding the person who was responsible from the 
international office. But as I said before it can be related about the quality of 
my headphones. She was knowledgeable; however, her communication style 
wasn't comforting.” 
 
“Maybe you can provide a list of things which new students must be done and 
the steps.” 
 
Unsatisfactory “Webinar should be course oriented. A MS student [will not] like to wait to 
ask his [or her] question [un]til a Ph.D. student is done and vice-versa. 50% of 
the questions were uncommon and hence, an unnecessary time lapse.” 
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Appendix D 
Acculturation of International Graduate Students 
*This survey is for International Graduate Students Only* 
Thank you for taking time to participate in this study about the acculturation of international graduate 
students. 
This survey is being conducted by Tsz Kwok, a doctoral student at [Site] University. If you have any 
questions about this study, Tsz can be reached at tkk22@drexel.edu. International students must quickly 
acculturate to their new environment.  The results from this study will be used to make recommendations 
on how to help international graduate students acclimate in United States and at their university.  
Your participation in this study is voluntary and you may end your participation at any time. All 
responses are anonymous and cannot be connected to your name or e-mail address.  
Completion of this questionnaire should take about 7 to 9 minutes. It contains 35 questions. If you 
complete this survey, you have consented to participate. 
Thank you in advance for participating in this research study. Your feedback is important.  
A. Are you currently an International Graduate Student? 
      ☐ Yes                                 ☐  No (Skip to end) 
      B. Please indicate how much difficulty you experience in the United States, in the following areas. 
           1.       Making American friends  
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
    No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
          2.       Using Transport System 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
   No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
       3.       Making yourself understood to Americans  
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
      No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
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       4.       Getting used to the pace of life 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
     No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
      5.       Going shopping 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
     No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
     6.       Going to social events or gatherings 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
    No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
    7.       Worshipping in your usual way 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
      No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
    8.       Talking about yourself to others 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
     No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
   9.       Understanding jokes and humor 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
     No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
   10.   Dealing with someone who is unpleasant or aggressive 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
    No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
   11.   Finding food you enjoy 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
   No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
 
   12.   Following rules and regulations  
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
      No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
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   13.   Dealing with people in authority 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
     No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
  14.   Dealing with the bureaucracy 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
     No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
  15.   Adapting to housing accommodation 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
    No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
  16.   Communicating with people of a different ethnic group 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
  No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
17.   Dealing with unsatisfactory service 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
18.   Finding your way around 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
19.   Dealing with weather/climate 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
20.   Dealing with people who stare at you 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
21.   Understanding ethnic or cultural differences 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
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22.   Going to coffee shops, restaurants or fast food places 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
23.   Understanding the accent or language used by the typical American 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty  
24.   Living independently away from family members 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
25.   Adapting to etiquette in the United States 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
26.   Understanding what is required of you at the university 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
27.   Coping with academic work 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
28.   Dealing with staff at university 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
29.   Expressing your ideas in class 
         ☐                         ☐                               ☐                                ☐                              ☐                          
No Difficulty     Slight Difficulty     Moderate Difficulty     Great Difficulty     Extreme Difficulty 
  
Did you already have friends/family in the U.S. before you came here to this university? 
       ☐ Yes                          ☐  No  
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Please indicate if you had one or more of the following: 
      (Check all that apply) 
                ☐   An American student mentor (advisor, guide or helper) 
                ☐   An International student mentor 
                ☐   An American friendship family 
                ☐   An International friendship family 
    ☐  Others _________________________________________ 
                ☐   None of the above  
In your opinion, what was the best thing that the university did to help you adjust to life in U.S. and    
     as a graduate student? Please Explain 
  
  
In your opinion, what could the university have done, or done better, to help you adjust to life in the  
     U.S. and as a graduate student at this university? 
  
 
 
 
Demographics: 
         Gender  
      ☐ Male            ☐ Female         ☐ Transgender 
         Age       ____________   
         Country of Origin      ____________     
         Number total months you have been in the U.S.  _________________        
         Indicate which one of the following categories applied to you, upon entry to this university 
            ☐ Required to take ESL 
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            ☐ Not required to take ESL, but required to take Effective Communication 
            ☐ Not required to take either ESL or Effective Communication 
         Written Language Ability 
             ☐ Fair     ☐ Good       ☐ Excellent 
If you would like to be entered into a drawing for one of the five $25 Amazon gift certificates, please e-
mail your NAME and E-MAIL address to the address found on the next page. 
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Appendix E 
Focus Group Interview Guide 
Introductory Questions: 
· Please tell me something about yourself like major and country of origin. 
· Why did you decide to come to Drexel to pursue your graduate studies? 
Transition Questions: 
· What was your transition to Drexel like? 
· Do you like the environment at Drexel?  
Central Questions: 
· What difficulties did you have in adjusting to life in the United States? 
a. If you experienced these, please discuss how you overcame them. 
· What did Drexel (including student organizations) do to assist you acculturate to living in 
the United States? 
· What difficulties did you have in adjusting to being a graduate student at Drexel? 
a. If you experienced these, please discuss how you overcame them. 
· What did Drexel do to assist your adjustment to living in the United States? 
· What, if anything, could Drexel have done differently in order to be more helpful to you, 
either before or after you arrived in the United States and at Drexel? 
· Is there anything that you wish Drexel would have done that they did not do? How would 
this have been helpful to you? 
· Do you have a mentor here in United States? 
a. If so, explain that person’s role in your adjustment? 
b. Are you still in contact with that person? If so, how often and what contact? 
· Does the adviser have the interest to take you on as a graduate student?  
· Does the adviser have the time to take you on as a graduate student? 
· If applicable, is the adviser’s demeanor/personality appealing and comfortable for your 
academic style and needs? 
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· If applicable and based on your knowledge, does the adviser have a history of giving 
proper attention to graduate students who work under his/her guidance?  
Concluding: 
· Is there anything that has not been previously mentioned that helped you adjust to the 
United States and Drexel? 
· Is there anything else that you would like to say, about your adjustment to the United 
States and Drexel, which you didn’t get a chance to say? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Focus group questions were adapted with permission from Georgette P. Wilson, 2011 
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APPENDIX F 
Initial E-Mail to Students for Questionnaire 
Invitation to Participate 
Hello, 
 
Please accept my invitation for participation in Phase One of this research study.  Phase One is composed 
of an online survey that is mobile compatible and can be taken at your leisure.  Participants who have 
already completed Phase One, have done so in 7 to 9 minutes. 
 
Participation in this research is not contingent upon completing Phase One (this online survey about the 
pre-orientation program), Phase Two (an online survey about the general Graduate Student Orientation, 
and Phase Three (a focus group comprised of ten random international graduate students). Please consider 
completing Phase One even if you are not available to participate in Phase Two or Three of this research 
as maximum participation in Phase One is necessary in order to achieve statistical significance. 
 
Thank you in advance for your participation.  You are a member of a select group of individuals that have 
been invited to take part in this research study. By participating, your input will help university 
administrators and advisers to better understand the experience of acculturation for international graduate 
students and to improve the process for them. 
 
Your input is valued, and your responses will be held with the utmost confidentiality. Your survey can be 
accessed by following the link provided after my contact information in this email.  Please complete this 
survey by Friday, September 2, 2016. 
 
If you have any questions, I would be happy to talk with you in more detail. I can be reached at 610-653-
1131 or by email at tkk22@drexel.edu. You may also contact the Principal Investigator: Fredricka 
Reisman, Ph.D., [Site] University (Philadelphia Campus), School of Education, (215) 895- 6771; 
reismafk@drexel.edu 
 
Please remember to include the date you take the survey and your name in the spaces provided, as this is 
required by the [site] University IRB to confirm your consent to this research study. 
  
Sincerely, 
  
Tsz Kwok 
Co-investigator 
Doctoral Candidate 
Ed.D in Educational Leadership and Management  
[Site] University, School of Education 
610-653-1131   tkk22@drexel.edu 
Follow this link to the Survey: (insert link) 
Or copy and paste the URL below into your internet browser: (insert link) 
 
